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Chapter One 


Author's Notes: 
Hello and welcome to yet another (hopefully) final book to a series. 


Hope you all enjoy this one © 
Stay safe everyone Y WY 


J 


PS hit me up if you want the pic header for this since | can't post pictures here © 


Chapter One 


Richie hung up the phone and leaned back into the battered couch in their living room. He stared at the ceiling 
and scrubbed his hands over his face as he contemplated his mother's request that he be at their family 
Thanksgiving this year. 


"No ifs, buts or maybes, young man," his mother had said firmly. "And bring Izzy with you too unless he has 
plans to go home to his family." Promising his mom he would ask Izzy about his plans, Richie had said his 


goodbyes. 


Richie honestly didn't know what Izzy had planned, or even if he'd spoken to his parents recently. He barely 
spoke of them, preferring to change the subject whenever they popped up in conversation. He could respect 
that because he did the same thing whenever the subject of exes reared its ugly head. 


It had been a year since Jon had made his decision to return to his high school girlfriend and, in the process, 
crushed Richie's heart beneath the heel of his boot as he turned and walked away from him. For the most 


part, Richie had moved on too now, especially since Izzy had joined him. 


Izzy. His gypsy-souled lover with the deep, knowing eyes and loving heart, not to mention the lithe body that 
he loved to see moving beneath him or over him in bed.or on the couch..or in the shower..or the kitchen. 


Richie smirked as he gazed around their small apartment remembering how they'd christened each room after 


breaking the bed the first day. 


Richie had settled at his job and was given more days per week and more responsibilities. He and Max had 
become firm friends and Richie considered him a substitute father figure whilst his own was so far away, 
back in New Jersey. Richie had introduced Izzy to Max, and Linda, the apartment owner, both of whom 


welcomed his lover to Santa Monica with open arms. 


Izzy had settled in quickly, finding bar work within a week or so of arriving in town. His previous employer had 
given him a glowing reference which helped, too. Izzy had also secured ad hoc spots in local bands through 


those channels, becoming quite in-demand due to his versatility. 


That's where Izzy was at the moment, rehearsals for this weekend's gig. Richie checked his watch. It was 
getting late and he was hungry. Rising from the couch, Richie went to the small kitchen, opening cupboards and 
the fridge in search of food Giving up after discovering they need to do a grocery shop soon, he decided to go 
get a pizza. Grabbing his wallet and keys, Richie was just opening the door as Izzy climbed the last of the 


stairs. 


"Hey, babe," Richie smiled, holding the door open. "I was just going to get a pizza for dinner. Wanna come for a 


ride?" 


Izzy smirked, placing a free hand in the centre of Richie's chest and pushed him back inside the apartment, 
kicking the door closed. "Yeah, | wanna go for a ride," he said, blindly placing his guitar case on the floor as he 
pushed Richie toward the living room. "But these won't be necessary," Izzy purred, taking the wallet and keys 
from Richie's fingers and tossing them to the closest surface. With a firm shove, he pushed Richie down onto 
the couch, sending him sprawling. 


"But what happens if | need them to get the engine going?" Richie chuckled as his lover pushed his t-shirt up 
to his chest. 


Izzy paused, blinking in surprise. "That..that has to be the worst one yet," he said, shaking his head. He sat back 
with a long-suffering sigh. "| should just. dunno.make you suffer as much as you make me suffer from those 


godawful comments." 

"You love my puns, lz," he replied, wrapping his legs around his lover and pulling him back closer. "As much as 
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you love my buns." Richie grinned and fluttered his eyelashes at him, sliding his fingers between Izzy's and 


Squeezing. 


Izzy couldn't help but laugh, falling back on top of Richie. "I do. do love your buns, Rich," he said. "But | 
tolerate your puns..they're bad. So fuckin’ bad some days." He softened his words with a kiss. 


"I get that from my dad," Richie mumbled against Izzy's mouth. "You can take it up with him at Thanksgiving," 
he said, forgetting that he hadn't asked Izzy if he was available. 


"| will.wait! What?!" the younger man questioned, sitting up yet again “Thanksgiving?! What.what are you talking 
about, Rich?" He moved to the opposite end of the sofa, almost curling in on himself. 


Richie scrubbed his hands over his face, cursing himself for letting his mouth get out of control again and not 


in the way that would have ended up with them both naked Now they were just frustrated, 

‘Mom called earlier," he said, sitting upright and moving closer to Izzy. "She wants us both to go to Woodbridge 
for Thanksgiving this year. | told her I'd ask you first..you know, in case you had plans to visit your own 
family.” 

Izzy lit a cigarette and stood up, heading into the kitchen. Richie heard the fridge open and slam closed again 
moments before Izzy reappeared holding two beers. Richie accepted the proffered drink and lit a smoke he'd 


taken from the pack lying on the coffee table as the silence started to become a little oppressive. 


"I take it by your lack of enthusiasm that its a no to coming with me?" he finally said, popping the tab on the 


can. "Will you go home to Indiana?" 
Izzy took a long swallow of his beer and shook his head, his gaze never leaving Richie's. 
"No point," he said, dropping his gaze to his hands as he picked at the callouses on his fingers. 


As if making a final decision or reaching an agreement with himself, Izzy nodded once. "Let's do it then," he 


said, still looking worried. "I'll have to hustle a few extra shifts to get the money together." 


"Mom said she'd send some money," Richie said with a shrug, moving closer to Izzy and snuggling against him. 


"I'm not a charity case," he snapped. 


| never said you were, babe," Richie said with a frown. "Knowing Mom she'll send way too much anyway and 


then refuse to take any back" 
"| still don't feel comfortable with it," Izzy said. 


Richie considered his lover for a few moments, letting his fingers sift through the long, dark strands that lzzy 
conveniently used to hide behind. "Then I'll buy my ticket with Mom's money," he said. "We'll use whatever 


money we make between now and then to buy your ticket. Is that a fair deal?" 


Izzy, picking a speck of tobacco from his lip after taking a drag from his cigarette, released the smoke from 
his lungs into the air above Richie's head and nodded. "| can cope with that." 


"Now..about dinner," Richie said, stubbing out his smoke in the ashtray. "Are we," he moved to straddle Izzy's 
legs, "heading out or dining in?" He pulled his t-shirt over his head and dropped it on the floor. 


"Hmm," Izzy hummed, licking his lips. "Definitely eating in!" 
we 


The plane was just touching down and Richie was excited to see his parents again. It was just a different feeling 


to almost a year ago when he had decided to leave for his own good. 


It was only going to be a brief visit but enough to show Izzy around his hometown. With each passing week, 
the hurt had lessened and he had made a conscious effort not to find out any information about Jon, whether 


or not he was still with Dorothea or even if he was still in town. 


"Fuck," Izzy murmured as the plane taxied to the gate. "I think I'm more nervous than | was on the bus to 


you." 


"We didn't join the Mile High Club either," Richie chuckled. “That would have taken the edge off.. just like you did 


on the bus." 

Izzy slid him a look but couldn't help the grin that crossed his face. "Asshole," he said, fondly. 

"C'mon," Richie said, standing now that most of the passengers had moved into the aisle in an attempt to get 
off the plane quickly, which only led to a bottleneck as luggage was retrieved from overhead lockers. "Let's get 


outta here." 


He was thankful that they'd had seats further toward the back. It meant that they could stand and stretch 


their cramped muscles while waiting for the glut of humanity to leave before them. 


It was almost midnight and Richie knew his dad would be waiting, circling the airport in his car, timing it down 
to the last minute to avoid having to pay for parking or getting fined. 


Richie opened the locker where their backpacks were, having only packed the bare minimum of clothes, and 


handed Izzy his before dragging his own out from the back of the bin 


Izzy had started to get fidgety and wild-eyed about an hour before landing, so Richie let him get ahead of him 
as they joined the shuffling line to the front of the plane, both breathing a sigh of relief once they were 
safely inside the terminal. Richie led the way to the exit when Izzy stopped outside the bathrooms, tugging 
Richie's hand to make him stop. 


"Gimme a sec, babe," Izzy said. "| need to take a piss in something that's not gonna threaten to suck me inside." 
"Sure," he replied "Want me to hold your bag?" 


"Um..nah," Izzy said with a shake of his head. He dropped a quick kiss to Richie's mouth before saying, "I won't 
be too long." 


Richie looked around while he waited. As much as he was excited about his new life in Santa Monica, it was 
comforting being in a familiar setting. He had missed his parents but hadn't realised how much until that 
moment that his feet had touched East Coast soil again. New Jersey would always be home and as the saying 


goes you can fake the boy outta New Jersey, but you can't take Jersey outta the boy . 


He was starting to get concerned about the amount of time Izzy was spending in the bathroom. He'd been 
jumpy and jittery for a couple of weeks now but if he said anything to him, Izzy would just shrug it off and 
say that the closer it got to meeting Richie's parents, the more nervous he got. 


Richie had his back to the bathroom door when Izzy came out and was suddenly set upon from behind with 
Izzy's arms looping around his shoulders. "There's my sexy as fuck boyfriend," Izzy growled in Richie's ear, 


taking a small bite of the lobe. 


"Hmm," Richie purred, shivers chased up and down his spine from the sting of Izzy's sharp teeth. "I could say 
the same about you too, baby. You're feeling..relieved, | guess?" 


"Pissed like a racehorse," lzzy chuckled. 


"Let's gol" Izzy said, sliding from Richie's back, suddenly full of energy. "Wait! Wait, wait, wait” He stopped in 
front of Richie, "| need to do something first," he said and placed a lingering kiss on his lips, ignoring those 
around them. When he pulled back, smiling, his gaze lingering over Richie, he winked and took off in a jog. "If ya 
catch it, you can have it," he yelled back at Richie, laughing and spinning in loose circles, necklaces and bracelets 


jingling, as he dodged pedestrians on the concourse. 


Richie chuckled, pushing the errant thought about Izzy's sudden change to the back of his mind with a frown, 
as he took off after his lover toward the exit. Izzy was elusive, sliding like quicksilver between his fingers but 
Richie didn't mind. He was having fun and it was a rare sight to have Izzy so playful in public. 


They spilled out of the exit doors, Richie finally catching Izzy's wrist and pulled him in close, both panting and 
laughing. "| caught it," he said, breathlessly. "That must mean | can have it, right?!" 


Izzy hummed, the hunger was clearly visible on his face. "Oh, you can have it, baby. My ass is yours," he 
growled, shifting restlessly against Richie. 


Clenching his jaw, making the muscle pop when he felt Izzy swell against his own growing erection. "Fuck, Izz," 
he said quietly as his fingers curled painfully into whatever flesh was beneath them. 


"That's the whole idea, sweet-cheeks," he breathed before pulling Richie in for a very public, heated kiss, which 


was quickly broken up by a very insistent car horn. 


Richie looked over Izzy's shoulder and saw his dad waving from the driver's door. "Shit," Richie grumbled. 


"Cockblocked by my dad," he said. "C'mon, Izz..time for you to meet the old man" 


Richie's dad, Adam, met them at the back of the car, hugging Richie fiercely before opening the trunk to stow 
their bags. 


"Dad," Richie said with a slight tremble of nerves in his voice. "I want you to meet Izzy, my boyfriend. Izzy, 
this is my dad, Adam." 


"Izzy! It's a pleasure to meet you finally," Adam said, his smile as wide as Richie's as he held out his hand. 
"Richie's told us a lot about you. We're glad you could join us!" 


"Nice to meet you, Mr Sambora," Izzy said, shaking the older man's hand. "Thanks for letting me hang this 


weekend.” 


"Call me Adam, please," the older man, gently admonished. "Jump in now. Your mother's probably worried about 


where we are," he said, addressing Richie. 


Richie held the back door open for Izzy before getting into the front passenger seat and buckling his seatbelt: 
Adam pulled the car away from the curb and headed for Woodbridge. 


Izzy POV 


Izzy slouched down in the back of the car, listening to Richie and his dad talk about family and neighbours, 
occasionally turning in his seat and excitedly pointing out places of interest to him. Chewing on a hangnail, Izzy 
tried to stop his leg from bouncing but it was a lost cause. He shifted in the back seat yet again to disguise it 


again. 


Izzy was nervous and, if he thought too hard about it, probably a little sad or wistful. Nervous because, for 
him, this was a big step in his relationship with Richie. He'd just got used to the fact that he was now living 


with someone permanently. 


He loved Richie, there was no doubt about it, but meeting his parents just made it a thousand times more of 


a real, grown-up relationship. 


Moving to Santa Monica had been the best decision, though. It was large enough to be vibrant and current, the 
nightlife was rocking which meant that Izzy had found work easily enough and the gigs he played were fun and 
plentiful also. Between both himself and Richie, they'd made enough friends now for it to feel like home. 


Home. 


It was nice to have a home again. He often thought of his parents and siblings back in Lafeyette. Just the 
name of the town brought him pain. Pain over the loss of Billy, his first love, then the pain of making that 


choice to leave his family. 


Over the years, he had wordered if his family ever tried to find him, worry about him, miss him. He'd often 
ring, in the first few months of leaving, just to hear their voices. He never said a word, just listened, and after 
they'd hung up out of frustration, Izzy would slowly sink to the floor of the phone booth and weep from the 


pain. 


The phone calls became less and less over time and the only time he'd worked up the courage to visit, the 


house had been empty and looked as though it had been vacant for quite some time. 

They'd left.without him. 

Sitting outside his abandoned childhood home, it was then that his resolve to reinvent himself became stronger 
yet again. With a sigh, Jeffrey Isbell put the car into gear, but Izzy Stradlin drove away that day without ever 
looking back. 

"Izzy?!" Richie said with a level of curiosity that indicated it wasn't the first time he'd spoken. 

"Sorry!" he said, shaking himself back from the past. "| must have zoned out." 

"Stokay," Richie replied. "| was saying we're almost there. This is my neighbourhood" 

So this was the place that moulded the man that he'd ultimately fell for. Izzy peered out of the window to the 


darkened streets, trying to imagine Richie as a young boy cruising the streets with his friends, playing ball in 
the parks, walking to school. It wasn't too dissimilar to his own childhood, he guessed. 


The car turned down into a dead-end street and then into a driveway of a quaint little house. Richie's father 
killed the engine and pushed open the door as the light over the little side door of the house flickered on 


"C'mon, lz," Richie said excitedly. "I want you to meet my mom." 

The nerves kicked in again and Izzy desperately wanted to reach into his backpack for the small packet of 
dutch-courage he'd so foolishly brought with him. Even to this day, he couldn't explain why he bought the 
bottle of pills from a guy in one of the bands he was playing with but in the last week, the temptation had 
been scratching at the flimsy door he'd erected against his addictions. The mistake he'd made was to slip half 
of one into his mouth in the bathroom at the airport. 

What the fuck was he thinking?! 

Meeting Richie's parents while on the edge of a high and that itch was now growing stronger. 


Fuck! 


Whereas Adam was as tall as Richie, his mother was a petite woman with a bouffant of hair that created a 


halo in the porch light as she stepped down to the driveway. 
"Mom!" Richie exclaimed and rushed to scoop the tiny woman into his arms and twirl her around. 


"Darling! Put me down," she giggled, swatting at his arm. Then, when he settled her on her feet, his mother 
clasped Richie's face and inspected him closely. "You look happy, darling!" 


"I am, Mom," he replied, looking over to where Izzy was standing. Gripping her wrists and kissing her palms, 


Richie led her over. 


Behind him, Izzy heard Adam open the trunk and close it again, retrieving their backpacks as Richie and his 
mother pulled to a stop in front of him. 


"Mom," Richie said. "This is Izzy.he's the one that made me happy again" He moved to Izzy's side and slipped 


his arm around his shoulders. "Izz, my mom, Joan." 


Joan ran her eyes over Izzy, a small smile playing over her mouth. "Welcome, Izzy. And thank you for making 


my boy smile again. You'll always be welcome here." 
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Suddenly, Izzy felt himself being drawn into a fierce hug. For such a small woman, she was incredibly strong. It 


had been a long time since he felt the warmth of a mother's hug and he wanted to melt into it. 


"You're both so skinny though," Joan admonished once she'd release Izzy with a smile. "Go on inside out of the 


cold. I've just pulled cookies from the oven for you both." 


"Choc chip?!" Richie asked. 
"Of course, darling," she smiled and followed her husband inside. 
Cookies?! Izzy mentally chuckled, smiling on the outside. / bet there's even milk on offer too, he thought. 


Richie linked his fingers with Izzy's and tugged him along into the house. It was a small house, older but well 
maintained, as Izzy stepped straight into the kitchen dining room from the back door. Izzy could see the living 
room through a large arch, a small staircase to the upper level and windows looking out to the street. 


It reminded him of his parents’ house. It felt homely, safe and warm. He sighed, a faint smile playing over his 


lips. 


"Show Izzy where everything is, darling," Joan instructed, bringing Izzy out of his reveries. "Wash up while 


you're at it, then come back for a snack before bed. There's a lot to be done tomorrow.’ 


"Sure," Richie replied, sneaking a cookie off the plate in the middle of the table. "Izz..," Richie said, indicating with 
his head for him to follow. 


Walking through the archway, Richie said, "Upstairs is Mom and Dad's room, a spare room and bathroom." 
Leading him down a small hallway to the right of the kitchen was another bathroom and a small room. Richie 
pushed open the door to the bedroom and said, "Welcome to my den of teenage iniquity, baby." 


Izzy stepped in behind him and Richie closed the door, flicking the lock as Izzy dumped his backpack onto the 
bed. He looked around at the posters, rockstars and scantily clad bodies, male and female alike, guitar pieces, an 


accordion sitting in the corner, sporting trophies and ribbons adorned various shelves and spare spaces. 


"Quite the all-rounder, weren't you, babe?" he sniggered. “But | never..ever.pictured you as an accordion 
player." He quirked his eyebrow at Richie, pointing to the instrument in the corner. “Tell me, lover.how many 


lays did you score with that baby?" 

Richie groaned and fell onto the bed. "I just fuckin’ knew you'd pick up on that one," he grumbled. 

Izzy chuckled at his obvious embarrassment as he crawled onto the bed, straddling Richie's hips. "You gotta 
show me your technique later," he said, bracing himself above Richie's head and leaned down to capture the 


soft, pouty bottom lip between his teeth. 


Richie sighed and arched up to him, sliding his fingers into his hair as his mouth opened to Izzy's questing 
teeth and tongue. "I'll show you a lot of things, darlin," he mumbled against Izzy's lips. 


"Richie!" his mother's voice interrupted from the other side of the door. "I've made you both some warm milk. 


Don't let it go cold, please." 


"Milk and cookies?" Izzy mouthed silently to Richie who just grinned and shrugged, pushing at Izzy's shoulders. 
"We're coming, Mom," Richie replied. "Just unpacking a few things." 

"Okay, dear," she replied. 

"C'mon," Richie said. "The sooner we get this over with, the sooner | can show you my squeeze-box moves." 


Izzy threw back his head and laughed, moving off the bed and pulling Richie with him. Richie sighed, his hand on 
the doorknob, and turned back to Izzy. "Thank you, baby. For being here.letting me show you who | really am." 


"Hmm," Izzy said, pushing Richie against the door. "You can show me more later. Better not keep your mom 
waiting any longer.” He kissed Richie hard, closing his hand over Richie's and turned the knob. He opened the 


door and left a dazed Richie following in his wake, swiping at his mouth. 


Richie's parents were at the table, his mother peeling potatoes for the next day. They both looked up as Richie 
poked tickling fingers into Izzy's side, making him grunt in surprise. 


"Asshole," Richie chuckled softly into Izzy's ear. "You cooking already, Ma?" 


| thought I'd get a head start since we're up so late," Joan said, accepting Richie's kiss on her cheek. "I'm so 
happy you're home, darling.” 


"Me too, Ma," Richie replied, pulling out a seat, flipping it and leaned on the back as he reached for the plate of 


cookies. 


"And Izzy, | hope you know to make yourself at home here, dear," she said, turning her attention to their 


guest. 

"Thank you, Mrs Sambora," Izzy replied, reaching for a cookie and settling back into the kitchen chair. He 
nibbled on the treat, suddenly feeling hungry since he didn't eat much on the plane. He grinned as Richie 
reached for his third cookie and the milk to wash it all down. He could imagine his lover as a boy, coming home 
from school and doing exactly what he was doing now. 

"Oh, please..no formalities in this house," Joan gently admonished. 

‘Izzy is an unusual name," Adam added. "Is it short for anything? Or just a nickname?" 

Izzy swallowed his mouthful of cookie and washed the crumbs away with a sip of milk. He would have 
preferred a shot of whisky but beggars couldn't be choosers. "Well.it's actually a shortened version of my 


surname, Isbell. My first name is Jeffrey..but | prefer Izzy. Izzy Stradlin" 


Joan considered him a moment and with a firm nod, said, "You look more like an Izzy than a Jeffrey." 


Izzy smiled, feeling a little more relaxed. He sat back and listened to the small family talk about what Richie 
had missed out on over the past months that he'd been away, Izzy allowed himself to wonder if this is what it 


could have been like with his parents. 


After all the vegetables were peeled and set into bowls of water to keep until needed, Richie's parents bade 
them goodnight, leaving himself and Richie alone in the small kitchen. 


Izzy folded himself up, leaning on the table to look at Richie. "Did | pass?" he asked. 


"With flying colours, babe," Richie replied, reaching for Izzy's hand and rubbing his thumb over the softness 
before bringing it to his lips and kissing the knuckles. 


"Rich..." Izzy murmured, suddenly feeling the need to be close to his lover. 


He didn't have to say anything else. Richie pushed from the table, righting his chair one-handed as he linked his 
other hand with Izzy's fingers. Leading him from the kitchen, Richie plunged them into darkness as he hit the 
light switch on his way past, toward his bedroom. 


The moonlight was the only light in the bedroom, casting a blue-purple veil over everything. Izzy heard the 
snick of the lock as Richie pressed it, locking the world outside. 


Izzy felt, more than saw, Richie's presence behind him. His warm breath on the back of his neck, sweetly 


fragrant from the cookies and milk, before warm fingers, swept aside his hair exposing his neck to Richie's lips. 


A shiver coursed down Izzy's spine and his head dropped to one side to encourage his lover to more 


exploration. 


"Don't move," Richie breathed against his ear as one hand started to unbutton Izzy's shirt whilst the other 
pulled the collar further down his shoulder with his lips following. 


Izzy released a breath on a shuddery exhale, desire ripping through him like a wildfire. As his shirt fell to the 
floor, Izzy felt large hands skim across his belly, one splayed tantalisingly close to where he needed it most, 
holding him still against the warm, solid body behind him. Richie's other hand moved up his torso to cup his 
chest, thrumming his thumb over the ripple and making it a hard, sensitive little nub and making Izzy groan. 


"Shh, my love," Richie soothed. "I want you to be as quiet as you can while | make love to you." The lower hand 
bumped over the fastening of Izzy's jeans to cradle Izzy's throbbing member, squeezing with enough known 


pressure to have Izzy's breathing become shallow. 


Izzy felt the insistence of Richie's hardness against his ass, the heat from his body against his back and he 
melted against it. Izzy moved his hands over the top of the older man's in silent encouragement, rolling his hips 


back and forth restlessly. 


"My dark-haired baby," Richie murmured, playing with Izzy's body in the way that would drive Izzy to the 
brink of desire. "Some days, it's so fuckin'.hard.to concentrate on what you're saying when all l'm doing is 


undressing you in my head" 


"Fuck, baby..," Izzy breathed, tightening his grip on Richie's hands, willing him to hurry, as his hips convulsed 
violently. 


"Impatient, my little tramp?" he asked before Izzy felt the nip of Richie's sharp teeth on his neck "I want you 


so bad.| can almost taste your cum on the back of my tongue before | swallow." 


With a flick of his thumb, the button slipped through the worn hole on Izzy's jeans. Izzy exhaled shakily. He had 


found out that when Richie was in the mindset to go slow, there was no persuading him to move any faster. 
The sound of snoring echoed from above, reminding the young lovers that they weren't alone. 


"I bet," Richie continued after softly chuckling at the noise above, "that you can't stay silent while | fuck you." 
His nimble fingers moved the zipper tag carefully down and Izzy swore that each tooth that was released 


vibrated through his dick and to his core. 
Izzy's top lip curled, baring his teeth, as he turned his head toward Richie and said, "Try mel" 


Richie smirked while his hand snaked its way into Izzy's pants, feeling the way blindly before Izzy felt the 
warm fingers wrap around his cock. Impatiently toeing out of his shoes as Richie started a lazy stroke, Izzy 
then used his hands to squirm out of his jeans further, letting them pool at his feet before stomping out of 
them. 


He extricated himself from Richie's grasp and, with a swipe of the bedding down to the bottom of the bed, 
Izzy climbed in Propping himself on his side with a couple of pillows beneath his head, Izzy dragged his eyes 
slowly down Richie's body, stopping very deliberately at the quite obvious bulge. 


| thought you would have claimed your prize by now," Izzy queried. 


"You know me, lover," Richie replied. "I like to savour my rewards." Richie reached for the hem of his t-shirt 


and pulled it over his head. 


"Then come savour this, baby," Izzy crooned as he milked a generous thread of precum from his already 


leaking slit. 


Richie, who had already dispensed with his shoes on arrival, growled softly in the back of his throat as he 
dropped his pants and stepped out of them. 


Laying down beside him, Richie said, "One of these days, lzz, we're gonna fly away somewhere warm and l'm 


gonna make love to you under the stars." 


"Like in Blue Lagoon? Where they walk around half-naked all the time and live off whatever they find on the 
island?" Izzy queried. "Coz apart from having to find food like cavemen, | like the sounds of having you barely 
dressed" He held out his hand, slick with slippery fluid, as an offering to the older man. 


Richie gripped Izzy's wrist and sucked the slippery fingers into his mouth. A frisson of electricity shot through 
Izzy as his lover used his tongue masterfully to clean the digits. 


Richie shifted closer and Izzy rolled to his back, shifting his legs to accommodate his lover and wordlessly 
encourage him to continue what he started. 


"You're stunning, |zz," Richie said. "And | want to show the world how sexy you are and how much | love you 
but then | want to keep you to myself too. So | would show the millions of stars instead. Galaxies of eyes that 
would share my secret but wouldn't tell a soul” 

The significance of Richie's words shook Izzy and made him mute. Instead, he cupped Richie's face, brushing his 
thumb over his bottom lip and arched up to take it with his. With a small mewl, Izzy swiped his tongue over it 
and was rewarded with Richie deepening the kiss as he pushed Izzy back down into the pillows. 


They lost themselves in each other as Richie slowly made love to Izzy, who willingly lost the bet against 
staying silent as they reached their mutual release within moments of each other. 


"| love you, Rich," he murmured, as he lay replete on top of his dark-haired lover. 
Richie kissed the top of his head. "I love you, too, Izzy." 


Feeling safe and warm in the circle of Richie's arms after the covers were finally drawn up over their satiated 


bodies, Izzy placed his hand over the steadying beat of Richie's heart and drifted off to sleep. 
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Chapter 2 
lzzy POV 


Izzy woke with a start. His sleep~fogged brain couldn't pinpoint what it was that had disturbed him as he lay 
within the loose confines of Richie's arms. Rolling from the bed, Izzy stumbled blindly to the bathroom and 


relieved his overly full bladder before bouncing off unfamiliar walls toward the kitchen 


He was parched and went in search of a glass of water. Peering through the gloom and sleepy eyes, Izzy 
located one of the glasses Richie had left on the drainer and filled it with water from the tap. He turned and 
rested his hip against the counter as he drank the cool liquid, enjoying the relief it gave his throat. 


"Cup of tea, Izzy?" Richie's mother asked, innocently. "lve just made a fresh pot.” 


Izzy's eyes shot open and saw the shadows of Joan sitting at the kitchen table. Almost choking on his water, 
he was suddenly aware that he was as naked as the day he was born and Joan was steadfastly looking just 
above his head. He grabbed the first thing his hands found to cover himself with and mumbled an apology 


before scurrying from the room. 


Closing the door behind him, and flicking the lock, Izzy leaned on it and groaned softly to himself. How was he 
supposed to look Richie's mother in the face over the dining table now?! Scrubbing his face with his free hand, 
he padded quietly back to the spot that he'd vacated and slid into bed, still clutching the modesty item with 
deathly fingers until he was safely under the covers. 


Richie stirred and reached for Izzy, hauling him back against his chest. Izzy heard Richie's dreamy mumbles 
into his hair. Izzy remembered that he still had a hold of some random kitchen item, tossing it out from 
beneath the covers to the end of the bed as his brain kept the constant loop of the embarrassing incident 
going around his head. The craving for the pills that would quieten his head, hidden in his bag, was like a siren 


song to him. 


He fidgeted in mortification and agitation, fussing with his pillow until Richie tightened his hold and Shh-ing him, 
placing sleepy kisses against the back of his neck. "Sleep, baby," he mumbled before his breathing evened out 


agai n. 


Izzy sighed, comforted by Richie's presence as much as the hand that had settled over his lower belly in a 
proprietorial manner. Willing his breathing to calm, and deliberately matching it to Richie's own somnolent 


cadence, Izzy finally felt the irresistible pull of sleep again. 
Richie POV 


Richie stretched, blinking up at the ceiling as he came awake fully. He glanced over at Izzy, who was sleeping 
peacefully, and sighed happily. He swung his legs over the side of the bed thinking about how well-rested he 
felt after being back in his old bed. Looking around he felt the touch of memories with every memento that 
was displayed.except for his mother's oven mitt lying on the bottom of the bed, sitting up against the foot of 
the bed as though it was waving good morning to him. 


What the?! He reached for it with a frown as he tried to figure out how it got there. 


He didn't recall either of them bringing it in when they'd finally retired for the night, making love in the 


moonlight until the early hours of the morning. 


Had his mother crept in somehow? His eyes flicked to the doorknob and noted it was locked as it was last 

night. As if on cue, he heard noises coming from the kitchen next door. Maybe Izzy had been sleep-walking, 
though it would be the first time that Richie knew of. Glancing back over his shoulder at the sleeping Izzy, 
Richie decided to let him stay there whilst he went to keep his parents company. 


He stood, stepping to his overnight bag and drawing out a pair of old sweats. He pulled them on, along with his 
t-shirt from last night, grabbed the oven mitt and slipped out of the door as quietly as possible. Visiting the 


bathroom before moving into the kitchen, Richie saw his mom busily preparing the turkey for cooking. 

Joan looked up from the task at hand and smiled at her son. "Good morning, sweetheart," she said. "Sleep well?" 
‘Morning, Ma," he said, his voice still a little croaky from sleep. He stepped past her, kissing her cheek as he 
reached for a coffee mug. He tossed the oven mitt on the counter as he took the coffee pot from the 


machine. 


"Get the mitt off the counter, Richard. It needs washing, so drop it in the laundry," Joan said, resuming the 


preparations. "Wipe the counter too, please? Use a little surface spray, will you." 


Joan's voice was calm but Richie knew better than to disobey when it came to cleanliness in his mother's 


kitchen and quickly did as he was asked. 


‘It was in my room," Richie said with a small shrug. "How did it get in there if the door was locked.and why 
does it need washing?" 


"Because your mother surprised poor Izzy by being awake when he was looking for water," his father offered, 
stepping into the room. "You probably should have warned him that your Mom is an early riser," Adam 


chuckled as he hugged Richie. "And that it's probably a good idea to wear something to bed" 


Joan giggled and Richie saw a faint blush creep up her cheeks. "I was having my morning cup of tea in peace," 
she said, tying off the string that held the turkey legs together, "when your young man decided he needed a 


glass of water: 
"Maaaal" Richie groaned, finally understanding what had happened. 

"Don't worry, sweetheart," she smirked, with a twinkle in her eye. "I didn't deliberately go looking” 
"Why would you, Joanie," Adam said, hugging his wife from behind. "When you have me to look at" 


"Oh god," Richie groaned again. "It's way too early in the morning for this..." He flopped down into the kitchen 
chair, crossing his arms and letting his head drop forward. 


Listening to his parents' obvious affection for each other as they giggled amongst themselves, Richie smiled, 
safe in the knowledge that they couldn't see him. Then as the picture of Izzy wandering into the kitchen naked, 
flitted across his mind, he groaned and chuckled at the same time. Richie propped his chin on his crossed arms 


and watched his parents behave like teenagers. 


"You're not going to make it uncomfortable for him, are you?" he asked. His mother and father both stopped 


and turned to him, blinking in surprise. 
"OF course not, sweetheart," his mother replied. 


"There are no guarantees that the ribbing won't happen next year, though," Adam added with a wink. "Or every 
Thanksgiving after that, if he's still with you." Adam kissed his wife's cheek and patted her bottom before 
sitting down at the table with his son. 


Richie turned his head, laying it on his arms to look at his dad and Adam brushed his hand over his son's hair. 
"You like him a lot, don't you?" Adam asked. 


He nodded, unable to put into words at that point, what he was feeling. With a sigh and a small smile, he said, 
"When | left here, love was the furthest thing from my mind. | had thought Jon was the one, ya know?! But, 
well..shit happens." 


His mother, who was still working at getting the turkey into the oven, made a small snort of derision 
"Asshole," she muttered. 


Richie looked up in surprise at his mother's oath. "Way to go, Mal" he chuckled. 


"Well, he is," Joan exclaimed. "He broke your heart so badly that you felt as though you had to run away to 
the other side of the country!" 


"Okay, Joanie,” Adam admonished his wife gently. "We know how you feel about Jon. Let Richard speak now." He 
turned his gaze back to Richie. "Keep going, son" 


Richie loved how his parents always stood up for him but also let him find his own way in the world, including 
his love life. They defended him fiercely yet encouraged him to fall and stumble, to experience failure without 


reproach. 


"I felt drawn to Izzy from the first time | met him," Richie said, fiddling with the salt shaker that lived 
perpetually with its mate, the pepper, in the middle of the kitchen table for as long as he could remember. 
"Apart from how sexy he was, he was compelling in his kindness, his heart. He knew all the locals in that bar 
on Christmas Eve and took care of them until they walked out the door, whether to family or an empty house. 


He cared, ya know?" 

After putting the bird in the oven, his mother sat at the table and wiped her hands on a tea towel. 

"He let me stay with him after | said | was going to sleep in the car." His mother clicked her tongue in 
disapproval. "And yeah, it was just all about the sex at first.coz it was that good." he smirked to himself, "but 
it went deeper than that." 


Joan reached for his hand that was still worrying the salt shaker, quieting it. 


"| dunno. want to say our souls connected or some shit like that but | knew the difference between what | had 


with Jon and what | could have with Izzy; they were two separate things." 


"Sweetheart, if you and Izzy are meant to be," his mother said, "then you're meant to be. Have faith. Just 
know that your father and | will be here..no matter what happens." 


Richie angled his head to where his mother sat. "Thanks, Ma," he smiled. Then, with a sigh, sat up in his seat. 


"So, is anyone else coming over today? I've warned lzz about Aunt Stellajust in case." 


"What's so bad about Stella?" his father asked. Stella was one of his sisters, the noisy one, but she loved 


Richie unconditionally. 


"Dad, my cheeks still hurt from four years ago," Richie chuckled, rubbing his face. "I swear she's got fingers 
of steel with a pneumatic operating system! When | was little, | used to think that's how | got my dimple." 


Adam barked out a laugh and his mother smiled indulgently at him. 


"We thought it would be nice for just the four of us to be together today," Joan commented. "That way we 
can get to know Izzy a little better before subjecting the poor boy to Aunt Stella” 


“Thank god for that,” Richie breathed. 


"But we have been invited over there later in the evening,” Adam said, standing and reaching for the coffee pot 
to refill everyone's mugs. "You're both invited but we can send your apologies if you'd like the evening to 


yourselves." 


"Can you?! I'd appreciate it," Richie responded, feeling a little easier about today. "Id like to show Izzy around a 
little bit. Maybe take a walk through the old neighbourhood before it gets too cold” 


"Not until you've helped your mother with today though," his father said. 


"No problem, Dad," Richie nodded, standing. He poured a fresh cup of coffee for himself and one for Izzy. 
"Gimme a few to get dressed then I'll come back and I'm all yours, Ma" He kissed the top of his mother's head 


as he passed her, heading toward his room. 


Juggling the two steaming mugs, Richie opened the door and kicked it gently closed again behind him. He set the 
mugs on the nightstand and crawled back into the bed, snuggling close to the still-sleeping Izzy. He nuzzled his 
nose into the crook of Izzy's neck, filling his nostrils with the familiar scent before laying soft kisses across his 


shoulder. 


Richie laid his hand on Izzy's ribcage and allowed his fingers to feel the hollows and ridges as he swept his 
hand down the sleeping man's side, settling on the bony hip. It amazed Richie how much Izzy could eat, yet not 
seem to carry any extra weight. However, it did make it easy for Richie to scoop Izzy up into his arms 


whenever he felt that caveman quality overcome him. Like now. 


Shifting to quickly push his sweats down just below his ass and growing erection, Richie moved back into place 
with barely a change in Izzy's breathing. Richie moved his hand further over Izzy's hips and found the crinkly 
hair that cradled Izzy's cock. It was already filling from unconscious dreams of which Richie hoped that he 
played a part. 


Wrapping his fingers around Izzy, he stroked the loose skin up and down over the growing organ as he rocked 
his cock between Izzy's fine ass. Propping himself up on his elbow Richie gazed down at his lover, watching the 
smile ghost over his face and his lips part in a sigh as his fingers encountered the slippery fluid that Izzy 
offered up. 


Richie nudged Izzy's top leg higher before swiping his wet fingers over the pucker between Izzy's legs. Using 


his precum too, Richie slid his fingers through the relaxing muscle, working Izzy open 


‘Mmmphh." Izzy cracked an eye open and smiled. "Hello dream lover," he mumbled, shifting his limbs enough to 
circle an arm around Richie's neck, drawing him down for a kiss. "Mmm," he said, licking his lips. "Do | taste 


coffee?" 


"Yeah..but itll be cold by the time I'm done with you," Richie murmured before deepening their kiss as he lined 
himself up to Izzy's sleep-soft body. 


Izzy groaned and Richie shushed him as he pushed into the warm depths. "Shh, baby.Ma and Dad are in the 
kitchen" 


Richie worked quickly, thankful that he'd remembered to pull the bed away from the wall when they got there 
last night. 


"What are you doing?" lzzy asked as Richie gripped the end of his bed and dragged it further into the room 

"Trust me..unless you wanna go celibate for the weekend," Richie grinned "The walls are really thin." 

‘Oh god..your Mom..," Izzy groaned. "l-„she saw-..” 

"I know," he grinned. "She told me after she said to put the oven mitt in the wash." He chuckled as Izzy's brain 
tried valiantly to connect the dots. Richie rolled his hips, angling himself so that he brushed over Izzy's internal 
pleasure zone. He slipped his hand between Izzy's legs, fondling the heavy balls and hardness above them. "This 
is mine though, right?!" 

"Mmmm," he hummed, pushing back, impaling himself on Richie. "Only you, Rich." 

Richie growled and felt the need to move take control as he gripped Izzy's hip, curling his fingers into the soft 
skin covering the bony protrusion. The undulation of his hips against Izzy's ass increased as the need for 


release escalated. 


Hot breath ghosted over flesh and into bedding, stifling any noise but not their passion. Hands gripped hard 
onto flesh, into sheets, twisting, turning, tangling. Fingers stroked and caressed, pinched and teased. 


Out in the kitchen, the homely noise of cooking, talking and singing to the music from the radio filtered through 
the walls and beneath the door like a warm, gentle tide, washing over the impassioned couple holed up in a 
childhood bedroom. 


"Fuck, Izzy..baby, I'm ready to blow," Richie murmured against the sweat-slick neck of his younger lover. 


‘Mmm..right..there..too," he panted, each word underlined by a huff of breath forced from him with Richie's 
thrusts. 


Richie sought out Izzy's mouth as he let his body take control, swallowing any groans made by himself and 
Izzy as they toppled off the pinnacle of release within moments of each other. As Izzy tightened up around 
Richie, he could feel every pulse, every heartbeat through his cock that was disgorging itself, filling Izzy 
completely, with the hot cream. 


Gasping for breath, hearts racing beneath rib cages, he and Izzy lay entwined like tangled thread, not knowing 


where the separation could begin 


Izzy softly chuckled and held up his sticky hand. "I think we'll need to wash the sheets before we leave, baby," 


he said. "No guarantees | saved them from passing close inspection" 


"Hmm..fuck the sheets, Izz," Richie mumbled, reaching for Izzy's wrist through hooded eyes and bringing it to 


his mouth, lapping at his lover's offering until his hand was clean. 


Izzy rolled over once Richie had softened enough to slip free, snuggling into the circle of Richie's arms with a 
satisfied smirk "Good morning,” he whispered before dropping a sweet kiss to Richie's mouth. 


Richie sighed happily, losing himself into the hazel eyes and the soft lips against his. "Morning, my gypsy boy," 
he replied, sweeping the dark hair from Izzy's face, tucking it behind his ear. "Sleep well?" 


"Hmm," Izzy responded. "Love the wake-up call. Love the wake-up call's initiator too." 


"Ya do, huh?" Richie smiled. He couldn't have been happier. Well, maybe if his parents weren't jus? on the other 
side of the wall. But it also made it comforting. 


"Yeah," he breathed. "Very much so." 


A loud clatter from the kitchen startled them both from the tender moment and Richie groaned and chuckled 


at his parents bickering lightly over who was to blame. 


"| guess that's their not-so-subtle way of saying it's time to get to work," he said. "You want the shower 
first, 122?" 


"No, you go," he said. "Call me chicken but | don't want to face your mother alone." 


Richie laughed. "Don't worry, lover. They've promised to behave themselves..this year." He pushed up out of 
the bed and pulled his sweats back up. He gazed at Izzy who was still looking sleep-soft and thoroughly well- 
fucked. "I like seeing you in my bed, lz," he said, with a gentle smile. He winked and left for the bathroom, 


leaving Izzy curling up with his pillows. 


Washing quickly, just enough to remove the smell of sex that permeated his skin, Richie dried himself, feeling 
at peace with the world. Making sure there was a towel available for Izzy, Richie returned across the hall to 


his bedroom to find Izzy sitting on the side of the bed, rolling his cigarette packet through his fingers. 


"| wasn't sure if | could smoke in the house," he said as an explanation. 


"Nah, not in the bedrooms or the kitchen," Richie said "Mom's rules. And although she allows it in the living 


room, she prefers it outside." 


Izzy nodded, standing and collecting his jeans from the floor where they fell last night. "I'll be quick in that 


case.” 


"There's a towel in there for you," Richie said as Izzy pulled the black fabric up his legs but didn't bother to 


fasten them. "I'll have a hot coffee waiting for you." 

"Thanks," he replied and disappeared out the door. 

Richie dressed again, jeans this time, before quickly straightening the bed a little to make it look less debauched 
should his mother decide to pop her head in. Spraying some deodorant on, hoping that it would disguise a little 
of the sex-funk that filled the air as well as keeping himself odour free, Richie opened his old closet and found 
a few clothes he'd decided to leave behind. Seeing his favourite old denim button-up shirt, Richie grinned and 
pulled it off the hanger. It was faded and almost threadbare but it was comfortable yet suitable for a family 


special occasion. 


Appropriately dressed, he cast a glance over the room before collecting the cooled coffee and left, heading 


back into the kitchen 


"Finally!" his father scoffed lightly as Richie tipped the liquid down the drain only to refill the mugs again with 
yet another fresh batch. 


"Sorry," Richie said, taking a sip. "We.er.fell asleep again 

"Sleep.sure," Adam grinned, stirring something in a pot on the stove. 

"Adam! Hush now," Joan scolded. "Leave the boys be, at least for today, please." 

"Yes, dear," he smiled. 

"What can | do, Ma?" he asked, draping his arm across her shoulder when she moved near. 


"| think most everything is now under control, sweetheart," his mother replied, looking up at him and patting his 


belly. "Do you want me to cook breakfast for yourself and Izzy?" 


"Nope," he shook his head. "Thanks though, Ma We don't tend to eat a lot in the morning.” 


Pulling a disapproving face, Joan tsked her son. "Then | want to see you both filling your plates at least twice 
today. I'm making your favourites!" 


"Yesss! Thanks, Ma," he said, hugging her tight. 
Izzy appeared from the hallway, his hair damp from the shower. 


"C'mon in, son," Adam said, genuine in his acceptance. "Join the madness. We're not big on formalities around 


here.” 
"Morning," Izzy replied, smiling bashfully. 


Richie looked over to see Izzy lounging against the entry into the kitchen, uncertain of what to do next. Kissing 
his mother once more, Richie moved to Izzy's side, collecting the coffees on the way through. "Just going out 


for a smoke. Won't be too long," he informed his parents. 
"Wear jackets, boys. Its cold out," Joan instructed as she went back to cooking. 


Richie retrieved a couple of his old jackets that were still hanging by the door, handing one to his boyfriend 
and guiding him out into the morning sunshine. Sharing the flame over the lighter to light their cigarettes, 
Richie then linked his fingers with Izzy's and strolled over to a tree stump in the far back corner of the yard. 


Sitting on the old oak tree stump that had died when he was in grade school, he marvelled at how small it 


seemed now. 


It used to be his favourite spot in the yard as a kid, lying back over the large stump and staring up at the 
sky, contemplating how he was going to convince his parents into letting him do X Y, Z, or later in high school, 
imagining himself kissing the boys he had crushes on. 


Richie drew a leg up and leaned his arm over it, watching Izzy take in his surroundings. 

"So this is where you grew up, huh?" Izzy said, blowing smoke into the air as he dropped down on his haunches. 
"Yup," he replied. "Is not much back here. | used to do all my living out on the streets." He drew back on his 
cigarette. "My folks were cool enough to let me have a few parties back here through high school. They 
usually stayed out of the way but if things got too outta hand, Dad would first ring the parents then drag the 


offender out to the street and wait until they were collected by either their parents or police." 


Richie inhaled the smoke deep into his lungs, feeling the early-morning burn of his first for the day, before 
exhaling as Izzy had done, head tilted back toward the sky. 


"Friends knew not to fuck around with my dad. He may look like a pussycat but he can be as fierce as a lion 


when need be." 


"It kinda reminds me of home," Izzy said after a minute. "It prompts me to think that we're not that different 
after all." 


"Why would you think we were different, babe?" Richie asked, shifting and indicating for Izzy to join him. Izzy 
stood and Richie drew him between his legs. Wrapping his arms around Izzy from behind, Richie rested his chin 


on his shoulder, appreciating his lover's warmth. 


"| dunno..you had a stable family," Izzy said, picking a piece of tobacco from his tongue. "| ran away. You've got 
a family home to come back to..mine was left abandoned. You fuckin’ cook together for Christ sake..| mean, how 
much more typical fuckin’ American family can you get?! And don't get me started on the milk and cookies last 


night!" 


Richie chuckled in Izzy's ear. "Well my typical American parents are going out for the evening to my Aunt 


Stella's so. thought I'd take you for a walk, show you around some more of my turf?" 
"Your turf?! That doesn't sound too wholesome?!" Izzy smirked over his shoulder. 
"Nothin wholesome in what lim gonna show you, lover," Richie growled and nipped Izzy's ear. 


Finishing their cigarettes, laughing and kissing under the tepid warmth of a late fall sun, Richie felt happy and 
at peace with the man that he loved in his arms. However, something was lurking, a foreshadowing of a future 
event, that was crawling up the back of his neck. Deciding to push it away, Richie sighed and said, "C'mon, we 
should probably go save Dad from Ma's cooking duties. He'll be happy once the game starts." 


"And here | thought you were going to say the Macy's Parade,” Izzy chuckled, slipping free from Richie's grasp, 
becoming quicksilver as Richie tried to catch him again as they raced around the yard that was way too small 


for grown men. 

Richie, however, claimed victory when he cornered Izzy behind the shed and hoisted him over his shoulder, 
both giggling breathlessly. Richie walked to the backdoor with Izzy laughing and struggling all the way, depositing 
him on his feet before pressing him up against the house. 

"You got me," Izzy panted heavily. 

"I hope so." Richie smiled, sighing happily whilst brushing his fingers over Izzy's face. Slipping his hand to Izzy's 
neck, his thumb resting against the fine line of his jaw, Richie murmured, "I fall more and more in love with 
you every day, lzz" 


Izzy opened his mouth to answer when the backdoor opened, startling them out of their moment. 


"If you two have stopped scandalising the neighbours," Adam said, fondly, "your mother still needs a hand, son. 


Izzy..come and keep me company watching the game." The door closed again, leaving the couple alone once more. 


"| guess you'll be workin’ that fine ass off in the kitchen," Izzy grinned, sliding out of Richie's arms once more, 
"while |," he reached for the doorknob and turned it, "will be sitting my ass on the couch." Izzy winked and 
stepped inside the door. 
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Chapter Three 
lzzy POV 


Izzy stepped inside the door, closing it softly behind him and shrugged out of the borrowed jacket that had the 
faint scent of Richie over it. It was comforting and he didn't want to take it off but the house was way too 


warm to keep it on. 


He looked around and saw that the kitchen seemed to be empty for the moment and Richie's father was 
ensconced in front of the television. Richie stepped inside and shook himself from the cold. 


"Where's Ma?" he asked his father. 
"Upstairs," Adam replied. "She'll be down in a minute. Izzy..come join me?" 


"l.l just need to use the bathroom," Izzy said quickly and set off back down the hallway. He needed to get to 
his backpack, or more importantly, what was hidden deep down at the bottom. 


He slipped into Richie's bedroom, flicking the lock before snatching his bag from the floor. He found the small 
packet of pills and shook out the other half from last night. He knew then that he'd made a mistake when he 
placed that small segment on his tongue in the airport bathroom, only to be repeating the same mistake now. 
As he dry-swallowed the chalky substance, he hurriedly buried the plastic bag before unlocking the door 
quietly and scooted across the hall to the bathroom to turn on the tap and flush the toilet for appearance 


sake. 


Yesterday, he'd taken the pill because he was anxious, nervous about meeting Richie's parents and what their 
reaction to him would be. It hadn't mattered that Richie had repeatedly told him that they'd love him and not 


to be nervous, he still wanted to make a good impression. 
But he'd fucked up by thinking that just one little half of a tablet would do. Now..he needed more. 


When he walked back into the living room, he sat on the edge of the couch, willing himself to relax. Not that 
Mr Sambora noticed, he was busy switching channels and grumbling at the television. Slowly, Izzy felt the 
effects of the drug relax his mind and his body as he slumped back into the couch cushions and let family life 


wash over him. 

The day had been full of laughter and food. Izzy had never seen so much food in his life. But as Mrs Sambora 
had explained, some of it would be taken to the big family get-together later that night. As promised he and 
Richie filled their plates twice and after the leftovers had been packed away for transportation or to be eaten 


later. 


Richie curled up in Izzy's arms as they both dozed on the couch watching television whilst his parents retired 


to their bedroom for an afternoon nap before dressing to go out. 


Once his parents had finally left for the evening, the front door had barely closed before Izzy was hauled up 
from the sofa where he lay. 


"C'mon," Richie said, dragging Izzy toward the bedroom. "| wanna show you around the place." 


‘Ive seen the bedroom already, babe," Izzy chuckled, flopping down across the bed as Richie opened the closet 
and pulled a couple of shirts out and another heavy jacket. 


"Smartass!" Richie grinned, throwing a white button-down shirt at him. "Get dressed We're going out." 
A short while later, bundled up against the cold evening, Richie linked his fingers with Izzy's and drew them into 
his pocket as they walked the dark streets toward their destination. Richie took him past his high school and 


pointed out the best spots for sneaking kisses around the buildings. 


Izzy started shivering slightly, mainly from the cold but also from the need for another hit. He tried to squash 


it down, even a drink would be helpful right now. 
"You cold?" Richie asked. 


Izzy hummed in confirmation. "| could do with a drink to warm me up," he said. "Where's this bar you've been 
telling me about?" 


"A couple of blocks yet," he said, pointing toward a main thoroughfare in the distance. "Think you can last that 
long if we walk fast?" 


"Sure," he nodded as they increased their speed, reaching the Main Street Bar and Grill swiftly, pushing 
through the heavy wooden doors and into the warmth. 


The music was loud and the bar dimly lit but it was surprisingly busy for the holiday. 
"Richie! Good to see ya, man," the bartender called out after looking up at the newcomers. "Home for good?" 


"Nah, just the holiday,” Richie replied, shaking hands with the large balding man behind the counter. "How you 
been, Donnie?" he asked, then said, "Donnie, this is my boyfriend Izzy." 


"Nice to meet you, man," Donnie shook Izzy's hand. The bartender's hand was meaty in Izzy's, strong too, 
feeling the slight crack of his knuckles being squeezed. "Business slowed down after you left, my friend,’ Donnie 


chuckled. 
"Can't be putting you outta business then," Richie grinned. "Two of the usual, thanks, Donnie.” 


"Coming right up," the big man said, placing two glasses of ice on the shiny surface and pouring a generous 


portion of Jack Daniels into each. "First ones' are on the house, man" 
"Thanks, Donnie," Richie acknowledged gratefully before turning back to Izzy, handing him a glass. 


"Cheers, baby," Richie said, clinking his glass with Izzy's before they both took a decent swallow of the dark 
amber liquid, allowing it to warm them from the inside out. "Hey, Donnie! We'll take that bottle, man," Richie 
said, pulling some cash from his wallet and sliding it over the bar. The older man waved in acknowledgement 


from the other end of the bar as Richie reached over and snagged the said bottle of liquor by the neck 


Grabbing Izzy's hand, Richie led him over to a table in the corner away from everyone else. Izzy sat down 
facing the entry and the bar as Richie thunked the bottle onto the sticky tabletop. He pulled up his seat closer, 
his legs entwining with Izzy's, as he refilled their glasses. Izzy smiled as Richie leaned forward, capturing his 


lips briefly. 

"You doing okay, babe?" Richie asked. 

"Yeah," he replied, gazing fondly at the older man. 

Izzy looked around the bar, trying to imagine Richie in another life before their together, amongst the other 
patrons. Izzy had worked in plenty of bars and this one seemed fairly typical. There was no menace about it as 


he saw couples gazing into each other's eyes as they spoke quietly, only breaking their hand holding to sip 
from their drinks, and small groups of friends, talking, teasing, laughing as they played pool off to one side. The 


music from the sound system attempted to blanket everyone with an inoffensive, middle of the road, rock 


music interspersed with Christmas carols that seemed way too disjointed but nobody seemed to care. 
"What are you thinking?" Richie asked, linking his fingers into Izzy's as he leaned closer to him. 


Izzy looked at Richie, then past him briefly until the pull of his deep brown eyes got the best of him. "Trying 


to picture you here," he said, with a small shake of his head. "I'm just having a little trouble." 


Richie glanced over his shoulder and back again. "Well.the usual crowd aren't here so..," he trailed off. Izzy 
noticed the brief look of relief that flicked over Richie's face before his boyfriend took a hefty swallow of his 
drink, filling it back up again. 


"What's wrong, Rich?" Izzy asked gently. 


Richie pulled a face and made a tsk noise as he sucked through his teeth. "Eh..l'd forgotten how many ghosts 
were in this place. That's all," he replied, finishing with a shrug. 


"We can go someplace else," Izzy offered, scooting close to the edge of the hard wooden chair. "Or," he said, 
teasing Richie by making it look like he was about to kiss him but moved past his lips to his ear to whisper 
hotly into it, "we could go take advantage of the empty house.’ 


Richie exhaled a breath, turning his face to capture Izzy's mouth, slipping his free hand behind his neck to keep 
him close, deepening the kiss when Izzy parted his lips. Izzy lost himself to the soft mouth teasing his own 
when a brash voice interrupted them. 


"| thought you left town." 


Izzy felt Richie bristle, wrenching his lips from Izzy's. He looked at Richie. He was completely shut down. His kind 
velvet eyes were closed and his mouth with those soft, hungry lips that were teasing him relentlessly just 
moments ago, were pursed tight and his jaw popped. "Rich?!" Izzy asked, softly. 


Richie's eyes opened to reveal pain and hardness and in that instant, Izzy knew instinctively who this person 
was. His gaze flicked to the interloper. He was of similar height and age as himself, dark, dirty blonde hair that 
hung down to his shoulders in waves and the iciest, blue eyes Izzy had ever seen Izzy let his eyes roam over 


the good looking man, then beyond to see a small group of people watching the exchange with great interest. 


There was one woman that Izzy could almost see the waves of distaste and anger roll off of as she observed 
the conversation She strolled over and slipped her arm through the blonde man's, blatantly showing the rather 
large engagement ring on her left hand. 


Izzy squeezed Richie's hand in support and shook his head. "Don't," he whispered. "You don't owe him anything," 


he continued. 


"Didn't Donnie tell you not to bring homeless people inside the bar?" the woman said, snidely. Izzy felt his skin 


crawl under her undisguised scrutiny. 


"Jesus Christ, Dot," her companion hissed as Richie leapt to his feet and turned to face them both. Izzy stood 
also, keeping his hand on Richie to restrain him from doing anything stupid 


"You're a fucking bitch, you know that?!" Richie snarled at the woman. "What do you want, Jon?! She got what 


she wanted." Richie thrust his chin at the woman who smirked back, "just leave me alone." 


So this was Richie's ex. He was good-looking, sure, but he was totally overruled by the bitch that hung off his 


arm. Izzy unconsciously straightened and crossed his arms, stepping closer to Richie. 


Izzy slowly and very deliberately looked Dot up and down, then snorted at the blonde man. "You gave Richie up 
for that?!" he asked with thinly veiled derision. "You're a fuckin’ ass. Still your loss!" Izzy shrugged insolently 
but never broke eye contact with the woman, 


Richie flicked him a glance, his eyebrow raised in amusement as the others glared back at him, the woman 


sniffing in distaste. 


"Are you going to let them talk to me like that, sweetie?" the dark-haired woman pouted and it took all of 


Izzy's composure not to laugh out loud. 


| wasn't talking to you, sweetie ..," Izzy sneered. "Was talking about you," he said in a sing-song voice, feeling 


the devil ride his shoulder. 
"Oh!" she huffed in outrage. " Jonny?! Do something!" 


"Dot, give it a rest, huh?!" Jon snapped angrily back. "Go back to the others. Let me talk to Richie for a 
moment." He kissed her cheek briefly, deliberately pushing her back toward their other companions. Jon 
watched her go before turning back. "lah. didn't expect you to be here. | wouldn't have come, otherwise," Jon 
said, having the good grace to look a little embarrassed. "Dottie is.um.well she's a little overbearing 


sometimes.” 


"Yeah, well, this i Thanksgiving and this is my home. Where did you expect me to be?" Richie huffed, rolling his 
eyes at the younger man. "What do you really want, Jon? Huh?!" he said. "Are you set on making my life 
miserable all over again by flaunting her in my face?! Coz she didn't mind flaunting that fucking ring, | can tell 
you that much!" 


"| had to, man!" Jon exclaimed. "It was expected of me! Her parents, my parents.| was gettin’ hit from all 


angles." 


"Sure, Jonny," Richie replied, bitterness souring his words. "It was supposed to be my ring on your finger, you 


asshole. | even had that ring bought, shithead. But when you told me you were going back to her ," Richie 


pointed in the general direction of the other group. Izzy looked around. Donnie was keeping a close eye on the 
argument as much as the bitch was, but Izzy knew, for certain, that it was for completely different reasons. 


"| couldn't get rid of it quick enough," Richie continued. 
Izzy knew that Richie had actually kept it, for too long in his opinion, but he had eventually pawned it to buy 
their new bed. They'd christened it immediately and Richie raised his middle finger in the air after filling Izzy's 


ass with his hot cream and exclaimed, "Fuck you, Jon! I ain't living with your ghost anymore." 


"What?! You think | want to be with Dot?! I've regretted my decision since the day | walked away from you, 


Mookie," Jon said, taking a step closer. "Seeing you again... | miss you. l-l still love you...” 
"What the fuck?!" Izzy gasped, quietly. 


"No! No, no, no!" Richie said, throwing his hands up to ward off what was said. He shook his head in disbelief. 
"You don't get to do that, fucker! You don't get to reject me only to tell me.. that |" 


"You made your bed, Jon. Now, go fuckin’ lie in it!" Izzy snarled, jerking his chin towards the woman, who was 
still observing the exchange from a safe distance. He was angered by the other man's audacity to stomp on 
Richie's still-fragile heart again. "| hope you fuckin’ enjoy it!" 

"Stay out of it," Jon snapped, his icy blue eyes turned on Izzy. "Who the fuck are you anyway?!" 

'|Izzy..babe," Richie turned to him and placed his splayed hand over his belly. "I got this." 

"Izzy?!" Jon scoffed. "What kind of lame-assed name is that?!" 

Izzy snarled, baring his teeth and pushing against Richie's restraining hand. He curled his hand into a fist, 
wanting to smash that pretty face beyond recognition He hated that he felt inferior to this asshole. A small 
tendril of doubt took seed within his mind about whether or not he was good enough in comparison and, 


ultimately, about where Richie's heart truly lay. 


‘Call your pussy -cat off, Rich," Jon sneered, looking him up and down with as much disdain as the bitch had 


done. "| don't wanna get scratched and end up with an infection. " 
"Lay off, Jon," Richie said. "This is between you and me." 


"Exactly! Which is why | want to speak with you..alone," Jon said, stepping forward again and gripping Richie by 


the forearm. 


Izzy noted that Richie seemed to be struck mute by the simple touch, and it made his blood boil that this man 


still had some kind of hold over his lover. 


"Rich," Izzy murmured just loud enough to draw Richie's eyes from Jon's. What he saw in Richie's face made 
his heart hurt. He was expecting to see anger and maybe distaste but instead, there was indecision and 
possibly a little hope. Izzy snorted in unamused derision before snatching the bottle from the table and his 
jacket from the back of the chair. 


| knew coming out here was a mistake," he mumbled, side-stepping the ex-lovers as he chugged a decent 
swallow of the liquor, leaving the bar quickly. Izzy was used to blending into the shadows and he did just that, 
taking long, loping strides down the street, back the way they'd come, sliding around the street corner and into 
the blackness as he heard Richie yelling his name. 


He hurt, a throbbing, open sore. This is exactly what he never wanted to feel again 


He'd lost his heart once before to Billy, only for it to fracture irreparably when he was murdered. Izzy had 
filled that terrible void with drugs, alcohol, temporary lovers, one-night-stands and quick fucks in random 


bathrooms when the need took hold. 


He hadn't been looking for love last Christmas Eve but then it pushed through that bar door, cold and damp 
from the short trek through the snowy car park. Izzy thought that they'd healed each other, him and 
Richie..but it only took one touch from that blue-eyed, pretty boy for that to come unraveled. 


He hid in the shadows, curling in on himself as he heard Richie thundering past, calling for him, desperation 
clear in his voice. That wasn't the only thing calling for him, though. 


Izzy was afraid. Not afraid of being out alone in a strange place, he'd had plenty of practice finding his way 


home from random places and he had an abundance of street-fight in him. 


But, for the first time in a long time, he wished that his old dealer, Slash, was close by and that the pills that 
called to him were something stronger. He scratched his arms; at the phantom itch that was ghosting beneath 
the surface of his skin 


He was afraid.no, fucking terrified..of losing Richie, now that he was so firmly implanted in his heart. He rested 
his forehead on his knees and wept for the possible end of his future. 


Finally uncurling himself when he could no longer hear Richie's calls, he tipped the bottle to his lips once more 
before slipping it inside his jacket. With a sigh, and thrusting his hands into his pockets, Izzy took the first 
steps back down the street toward the Sambora house. He had no idea what he was going to do when he got 
there, however. Probably find a spot to curl up into, he guessed. 


He walked blindly, somehow knowing which turns to take without thinking about it too hard. It was as though 
his heart was being pulled by some invisible thread. He made the final turn into Harriot Street, he happened to 
glance up. He pulled his stride into a lower speed as he saw Richie standing in the middle of the dead-end 


street, waiting for him to come closer. 


Like a scene from an old western, both stood eyeing each other from a distance. Izzy felt himself draw in a 


shaky breath at the sight of his lover. 


Suddenly, the fight left him, the adrenaline, the anger, all disappeared leaving him with a slow-burning residual 
need for drugs and shaking limbs that couldn't hold him any longer. He slowly sank to his knees. He bowed his 


head as the tears came freely again. 


Within moments, he felt himself wrapped in strong arms, familiar arms, and he melted into them, feeling safe 


and warm again. Home. He was home. 


‘Izzy. was so worried about you," Richie growled thickly. He'd been crying too. "I'm so sorry, baby. | should 
have just walked away from that asshole." Izzy was being crushed against Richie's chest, the bottle of liquor 
poking painfully into his ribs, which should have been uncomfortable but the pain felt so good. 


Richie's large hands moved to Izzy's face, one either side, moving his head so their eyes met. "I love you , Izzy. 
Jon got what he deserved and he can rot in hell with that bitch for the rest of their miserable lives, for all | 


care." 


Izzy swiped at the tears and snot over his face. "I'm not good enough, Rich. I'm not good enough for you. | don't 
look like him. | don't have a family like yours. What do you see in me?!" he cried. 


"You think | care about that shit?!" he replied, vehemently, shaking Izzy's head a little. "I fell in love with you 
that first night when you cooked grilled cheese in your room for a stranger that blew in from the road. | fell 
in love with that person. The one that spoke to every customer that night, about what they were doing for 
the holidays. The one who worried about those that didn't have families to go to, promising to call them, and 
then did call them, to make sure they were okay. That is who | fell in love with." 


"| love that you're nervous around my folks. | love that you've easily made new friends, new contacts back in 
Santa Monica. | love that you're decorating our apartment with posters and shit but then | find the cutest 
little thing perched randomly in amongst all the rock ‘n roll," Richie grinned and Izzy huffed out an amused 
laugh, remembering that he'd found the sweetest little stuffed toy rabbit at Easter and made a "hutch" out of 
their record collection for it. Richie hadn't found it until at least a month after Easter. 


"Rich?!" Izzy murmured. 


"Yeah, babe," he replied, brushing Izzy's hair from his face, carding his fingers through it, gently working 
through the snags. 


"Can we go inside now?" he asked, teeth chattering. He just wanted to feel Richie's arms around him as they 


snuggled in the dark, beneath the comforter. 


"Fuck, you're frozen," Richie said, realising that Izzy was shivering heavily from the cold. "C'mon. Let's get inside 


and I'll warm you up." 


"Wait!" Izzy said. Reaching into his jacket Izzy pulled the bottle out, swirling the remnants in the bottom. He 
took a quick swallow before handing it to Richie. His lover pressed the open neck to his lips and drained the 
liquid, swiping up a bead of moisture with his tongue. Izzy waited until Richie had lowered the bottle before 
wrapping his fingers into the opening of Richie's jacket and crashing their mouths together in a blistering kiss. 
The empty bottle tinkered to the ground and chimed its way down the slight slope to the gutter as Richie's 
now-free hand cupped the back of his head to hold him close. 


Eventually, their bruised lips parted, their hot breath billowing in small clouds around their heads. Richie 
groaned, sipping from Izzy's lips again before pulling in away reluctantly with a sigh. "I think my knees are 


frozen to the street," Richie moaned as he started to move from the bitumen. 
Izzy chuckled. "So | gotta spend the rest of my life with an old man, do |?" 


As soon as those words left his lips, he knew. He knew that that was what he wanted. To grow old with this 


man. Richie was his forever. 
Richie stopped, blinking down at Izzy in surprise. "Um.wait! What?!" 


Izzy shifted, pulling one knee out from beneath him in a typical proposal pose. "Don't worry, babe," he said. "lm 
not going to say those words just yet. When it happens, | think it should be in a better setting than in the 
middle of the street while we're both tanked with booze and adrenaline. But | want you to know that tonight 


scared me. | saw a future without you and..and | didn't like it." 


Izzy rose from his damp and stiff knees. He was still feeling wobbly from the flood of emotions of tonight, he 
stumbled slightly only to be steadied with two strong hands. 


"Izz." Richie breathed, as panic and wonder fought for supremacy on his face. 


"Shh," Izzy murmured, placing his finger over Richie's lips. "There was no question asked, so don't feel obliged to 


answer either." 


Richie nodded, his eyes shining bright in the moonlight and brought Izzy under his arm, walking them slowly, 
silently, back to his parents' house. 


The elder Samboras' car was in the drive but the house was silent as Richie fished a key from his pocket and 
let them in through the back door. After shoes were toed off and their jackets pushed from shoulders, the 


couple moved together once more as though pulled by an invisible force. 


Soft kisses in the shadows, the darkened kitchen was only illuminated by the stream of moonlight puddling 
around their now-shoeless feet, accentuated the gentle touch of Richie's fingers over Izzy's face and neck as 


their lips glided over each other's in a lazy dance. 


Izzy slid his cold hands into the back pockets of Richie's jeans, feeling the curl of Richie's mouth against his 
when the coldness seeped through the fabric. He shifted uncomfortably but never broke contact. Izzy curled 
his fingers into the muscle beneath his palms and squeezed, luxuriating in the response that Richie's cock gave 


him, a heady pulse and swell against his own. 


The fingers that had been at his neck traced down the collar of Izzy's shirt at a speed that would make a snail 
seem like quicksilver. Plastic discs moved through their matching holes, exposing more of the T-shirt beneath 
the untucked heavy cotton fabric. Those same fingers tugged at the tshirt, pulling it free from his jeans. Izzy 


shivered violently, involuntarily, when nails grazed lightly over the sensitive skin above his hip bones. 


Izzy dragged his mouth away from Richie's intoxicating lips, panting heavily, as his body started running the 
gamut of effects from his lover's touch, pushing his now-insistent body against Richie's in a silent request. 


The older man huffed lightly in his ear, his breath hot and sweet-smelling, relinquishing his position on Izzy's 
hips to reach back and remove the hands from his pockets so that he could push the overshirt from Izzy's 
shoulders to fall to the floor. Then, hooking his index fingers into Izzy's belt loops, Richie stepped backward, 


carefully avoiding furniture and appliances, toward the small hall to his bedroom. 


Izzy gripped Richie's wrists, stopping the trajectory momentarily while he divested Richie of his shirts, leaving 
them to be swallowed by the shadows. With a laser-like gaze, piercing through the gloom, Richie held Izzy's 
eyes as he unfastened his jeans, pushing them to the floor and stomping out of them, leaving him naked to 
Izzy's feasting eyes. 


Izzy stepped forward, placing his hand in the middle of Richie's chest and pushed him backward, step by step 
to the bedroom as his other hand released the zipper and clasp on his jeans, the well-worn denim slid down his 
legs with ease. Izzy stepped out of them at the threshold of the bedroom and closed the door, leaving them on 
the outside, before sliding the locking mechanism home with a soft snick. 


Izzy shivered again, more from a chill running up his spine from the claws of addiction trying to find purchase 
in his weakened will knowing that the pills were within reach again. Richie assumed it was from the cold, 
however, and drew him into his arms again to provide warmth with his hold and kisses that had become 


scorching. 


Somehow they ended up in a tangle amongst the bedding, after having his brain scrambled yet again by Richie 
with his kisses and touches. His lover had made it his purpose to find all of Izzy's trigger points and used them 
to his advantage. He was pushed into the pillows again as Richie explored his body with his mouth. 


"Izz." Richie murmured against his belly, punctuating his words with tender open-mouthed kisses. "I need 


you..want you. | love you.! love you," he incanted. 


Izzy pushed himself up forcing Richie to his knees. Cupping Richie's face with his free hand, the other behind 
him, holding him steady, Izzy ran his thumb over the stubbled chin as Richie nuzzled into his hand, waiting. He 


did not doubt that he and Richie would get through this.he now had a bigger fight on his hands. He had to 
fight back the demons that were scratching at his brain 


"I love you too, Rich," he replied, solemnly before taking Richie's mouth again. Shifting them both back down to 
the mattress, Izzy took control, slowly making love to Richie, physically, emotionally, repairing the hurt from 
earlier in the evening. Following the heavy pulse of Richie's vein in his neck, Izzy licked and nibbled his way down 


Richie's neck, feeling the older man inhale deeply, chest bellowing, as he held onto his control. 


Fingers in his hair, fluttering against his scalp as he moved lower, taking a tiny bud of nipple between his lips 
to tease mercilessly. Richie's hands then swooped firmly down his back as he drew in an almost silent, 
shuddery breath as Izzy pressed his groin down against the inflamed organ below him. Richie released his 
breath on a low moan. Izzy reached up blindly to silence him with his fingers over Richie's lips whilst he 
continued to feast upon the tight nubs. 


Richie parted his thighs, hooking one leg through Izzy's to hold him more securely as though his arms that 
were already around his body, or the teeth that held his fingers in his mouth weren't enough to hold him in 


place. 


Extricating himself from the loving confines, Izzy pushed to his elbows and knees and spread Richie's legs wide. 
Izzy stopped momentarily to gaze upon his lover's body, making Richie squirm under the scrutiny, before 
lowering his head to lick a slow, broad stripe from the rosy pucker that was begging to be filled, over the 
heavy balls that were fecund with the delicious cream that Izzy couldn't get enough of, sucking them into his 


mouth and rolling them over his tongue. 


Continuing his journey over the lovingly familiar terrain, Izzy reluctantly let go of the gonads with a wet pop. 
He played his tongue over the thick vein of Richie's cock, taking the time to lap at the weeping eye before 


nuzzling his nose into the crisp curls that surrounded it. 


'|zz.baby, please," Richie breathed, twitching violently as Izzy deliberately dragged his stubbled cheek against 
the sensitive flesh. "Don't.please..no more teasing. Just.just love me." Richie sought purchase on Izzy, finally 


grasping at his arms to encourage him upwards. 


"| already do, baby," Izzy replied hoarsely, emotion suddenly making it hard to speak. "Probably more than you'll 
ever realise.’ A single tear escaped his eye, rolling down his nose only to be captured by Richie as he reached 


up to kiss it away. 
"I know," he said, cupping Izzy's face lovingly before kissing him tenderly. 
Izzy felt Richie's love through just that small gesture more so than any words could convey. Reaching for the 


lube, Izzy gave them both a perfunctory coating before settling between his lover's splayed legs, suddenly 
needing to be as one with his lover. 


As Richie wrapped himself around him, Izzy nudged at his boyfriend's entrance, seeking his passageway to his 
idea of heaven. He pushed forward, and with a soft cry of finality from both of them, Izzy felt the breach of 


muscle before the heat of Richie's ass closed around him. 


Their craving for each other multiplied quickly as soon as Izzy started rocking his hips against Richie's. The 
slow slide of flesh against slippery flesh was alluring to their desire which was augmented by the flavour of 
pure male musk in the air. Sweat covered their bodies as they worked each other into an almost-silent frenzy 
to dispel the angst of earlier that evening, shifting and rolling on the old bed, swallowing each other's cries and 


moans within cavernous kisses. 


Richie slipped off the edge of his climax first, shattering completely within Izzy's firm embrace, tightening 
vice-like around his cock as spasm after spasm shook him, his body's tremors seducing Izzy's release like a 
sirens song, spilling thick creamy ropes over his belly only for it to be smeared between them as Izzy's 


release took him freefalling into oblivion. 


Izzy swore his heart ceased beating momentarily as he spilled his lifeforce willingly into Richie's sweet body. His 


lungs burned from exertion and from holding in what he wanted to shout until he was hoarse. 
This! This man was his home..his forever! 


He wanted nothing more to grow old with him, maybe buy a house with a porch where they could sit in a 
couple of old rockers and watch the world pass by their front fence as they sipped on cold drinks on a 
summer's eve, maybe with enough yard space for a dog, a big old goofy Golden Retriever, at the very least. 


Kids?! He didn't know if he'd ever been ready for kids but he wouldn't discount it out of hand either.just yet. 


Richie had fallen into a deep sleep, wrapping Izzy's arms around him, cloak-like, not long after Izzy had softened 
and slipped from his body, snuggling under the covers in the dark, recovering from a very emotionally fraught 


love-making. 


But not Izzy. His brain was on fire, it seemed, and the pills were calling to him. He tried desperately to sleep 
but gave up after Richie's body went lax in his arms and his breathing evened out into what Izzy knew would 
be a deep slumber. Extricating himself from his lover, Izzy pulled on the first pair of pants he found and the 
fact that they were a little loose kind of meant that he was wearing Richie's. He fumbled for a shirt next, then 
his cigarettes. He had his hand on the doorknob when something stopped him. 


His bag lay tauntingly on the floor near the door. Izzy closed his eyes and shook his head to clear the mental 


image of it breathing, living, calling to him, the pills swirling around inside, beneath the zippered enclosure. 


With a sharp inhale, he opened the door as quietly as possible and put one foot over the threshold before 
turning back to his bag. Slowly drawing the zipper open just enough to get his hand inside, Izzy's heart was 
beating loudly as his fingers searched blindly through his belongings, finally feeling the small baggie beneath his 
clothes. He afforded himself a little shameful pride that he'd had the forethought to transfer them from the 


pill bottle and into the quieter container of the plastic bag. Clenching them hard in his fist, Izzy checked over 
his shoulder at his sleeping lover before rising and padding from the room, closing the door softly behind him. 


Izzy padded out to the kitchen to have a cigarette and go back to bed to try and sleep but now, with the pills 
firmly clutched in his fingers, Izzy circled the small kitchen table, battling against the demons that were 
becoming louder and louder, too loud to ignore. He looked down at the baggie in his hand and saw there was a 
fragment of a pill. He fished it out and dry swallowed it. 

He's lying 

He doesnt love you. 

Youre not good enough for him. 

He's going to leave you 

He'll go back to Jon eventually 


You'll be all alone. just like affer | left you, Jeffrey. 


"Billy?!" Izzy gasped softly. Izzy spun on his heels, expecting to see his first love standing behind him, so real 


was the voice. "No! You're not reall" 
| can be real, Jeffrey. Take the pills, baby..then you'll see me. | still love you, Jeffrey. 


"No! Go away! Get out of my head," Izzy hissed. "You're dead! You died and you left me!" Izzy backed up against 


the counter, ending up in the corner. 


You keep me alive, Jeffrey. Its right there in your hand, Jeffrey. Just take them, baby, fake them all. Then you'll 


see me again.youll see me again.see me again... 


"No." Izzy groaned, his hands going over his ears, trying to stop the ghostly voice infiltrating his head any 
further. 


Come to me, Jeffrey. Come to me..me..me.. 


Izzy uncurled his fist jerkily, as though someone was forcing it open for him. The plastic baggie seemed to 


shimmer in the moonlight. 
Take them, Jeffrey. | love you, baby. | need you.need you.. you..yOu.. 


"Billy..." Izzy whispered hoarsely, fumbling with the opening before the small white discs spilled to his hand. 


Yessss..take them Jeffrey.join me..be with me..me..me.. 
"NO!" he ground out between his clenched teeth. "You don't exist anymorel You're not real |" 


The pills dropped to the floor, skittering around him as he sunk to the floor, curling in on himself into the 
tightest ball of humanity he could, scrunching his eyes closed. 


Izzy lost track of time, not daring to move in case Billy's spectre was still there. He had started humming 
softly, to calm himself, as he used to when he was using heroin and the paranoia became too overwhelming 
for him. He let the blackness wash over him, drowning out the voice that taunted him. 

He hadn't heard Joan enter the kitchen, humming to herself softly in the early morning gloom or open the 
refrigerator door to get the milk out for her tea, nor the thunk of the milk container hitting the floor or the 
quiet gasp of surprise when she saw him sitting on the floor in the corner of her kitchen. 


"Izzy!" she asked quietly. "Child, what's wrong?" 
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Chapter Four 


Author's Notes: 


Here we are again, lovelies. | hope you've all had a wonderful week without too much incident! 
This week you'll see how Joan deals with Izzy and his nocturnal breakdown. | hope you enjoy it.. 
Stay safe, my friends. 


J 


Chapter 4 
Joan POV 


Joan stretched and yawned in the early morning deep dark. She glanced over at Adam who was still sleeping 
peacefully, used to his wife's early morning habits by now. She smiled down at him and pulled the covers up 
tighter around his shoulders, noting the slight smile and shift at the extra warmth. 


She shivered slightly, sliding her feet into her slippers and putting her robe on before she headed to the 
bathroom for her ablutions. When she'd finished her morning routine, Joan descended the stairs to the living 
room and the kitchen. She was so used to moving around her house in the dark, after years of rising early to 
cook a nutritious breakfast for Adam and Richie before work and school, that it was easy to see the trail of 


clothes from the back door. 


Tsking softly to herself, Joan bent and collected the damp clothing items from the floor, casting an amused 
look at the trail that led down the hallway towards her son's bedroom. She remembered that stage of love, 
where you couldn't wait to feel flesh beneath your fingertips. She had to admit that Richie's absence had 


renewed Adam's interest in their bedroom activities. 


She was thankful that Richie had found someone to take the hurt away, though she had held her reservations 
in check until meeting Izzy, trusting her instincts to guide her. Jon had done a number on Richie's generous and 


tender heart and she would never forgive him for it. 


She and Adam had been aware of Richie's plan of proposing to Jon. They'd been supportive but talked long into 
the nights’ leading up to it, about their misgivings about their age and how Jon's family was going to take it. 
Joan knew of the Bongiovi family, though not that well even though they'd been introduced through their sons’ 
relationship, and knew that their Catholic faith was very strong. 


Joan had stopped at the lounge chair, absently laying the boys' clothes out over the back and smoothing the 
worst of the wrinkles from the jeans and shirts before resuming her task of making her morning cup of tea. 
Putting the kettle on the stove to boil, Joan retrieved her teacup and saucer, placing them on the kitchen 
table, adding a teabag to it, before opening the fridge for the bottle of milk 


That was when she saw the person huddled in the corner in the shadows of early morning. "Oh!" Joan yelped in 
surprise, letting the bottle drop from her fingers. It fell with a thunk, the contents spilling out forgotten 


Recognising the portion of his face that was visible and the bracelets around his wrists, Joan realised that it 


was Izzy, willing her racing heart to slow down a little. 

"Izzy?!" she asked quietly, realising that his eyes were open but unseeing. "Child, what's wrong?" She approached 
slowly, not willing to startle the young man. She grasped his wrist and felt for a pulse. She was relieved to find 
it strong albeit slightly erratic. 


"Babe, did you forget your pants again?" Richie asked sleepily from the doorway. "You're going to give my 
mother a heart attack." 


"Too late," she said, kneeling on the cold floor with the young man. Joan knew by instinct that something was 
wrong but she wasn't quite sure what it was just yet. 


Slowly, Izzy turned toward Richie's voice and looked up. His eyes were wild and full of pain and heartache. 


"Shit.shit, shit, shit," Richie cursed, attempting to rush to Izzy's side. "Ouch.the fuck?!" he grumbled when he 
stood on something. He tilted his foot to see if it was broken glass but was surprised to find broken segments 
of white pills. 


"Now is not the time for cursing, Richard," Joan gently chided her son. Her mind was whirring, her mother's 
instincts kicking in automatically, as she rose from the floor to stop the heat under the kettle, letting Richie 
comfort his boyfriend. 


'Izzy..baby, what happened," Richie asked as he knelt beside his boyfriend. Richie brushed Izzy's hair from his 


face. 


Izzy looked at Richie and raised his hand jerkily to grip Richie's arm, stopping the caress. "Has he gone?" Izzy 
whispered urgently, his eyes wild. 


"Has who gone, |zz?" Richie asked. He looked over his shoulder at her and Joan shook her head. 


"Take Izzy back to bed and make sure he's warm. Heaven knows how long he's been sitting here like that. He's 


frozen" 


"Okay, Ma," Richie said, hoarsely. "Shouldn't we call an ambulance?" 


Joan watched her son scoop the younger man up into his arms calmly and effortlessly, but his face belied his 


wor ry. 


"His pulse is strong, a little irregular but nothing too bad," Joan said. "He's more in a state of shock or 
something, | think." Joan followed Richie into the bedroom, ignoring the state of the room as Richie laid Izzy 


down and covered him. 


"Izzy?! Talk to me..look at me," Richie said, brushing the dark hair away from his face. "Tell me what 
happened..." 


"Richard, go wake your father, please," Joan instructed, shooing him from the bed. "You'll need to get dressed 


and run out to the pharmacy for me." 


"Dad can go, can't he?! l-1 don't want to-," Richie protested, reluctantly being drawn to his feet and away from 


Izzy. 


"You're not going to be any good to me in this state," Joan said. "You need to calm down and be level headed. 


Now, go do as I've asked, sweetheart," she continued, pushing him toward the door. 


She returned to Izzy's side and sat down. "You poor child," she murmured, taking his hand in hers. "You're safe, 


sweetheart. We'll get you through this." 


Feeling his pulse now and again, she was heartened to see that it wasn't quite as jumpy as before. She thanked 
her first aid training from her younger years for clicking back into place when she needed it. As a child, Joan 
had often had childhood dreams of becoming a nurse but things never worked out in that regard and those 


ideas were put aside permanently when she fell pregnant with Richie. 


Hearing her men-folk making their way through the living room, Joan rose from beside Izzy, who had yet to 


make a sound, to issue instructions to them. 
"Joanie?!" Adam queried. "Richie said Izzy was ill or something?" 


His hair was sleep-mussed and the stubble over his face was thick but her husband was wide awake and 


ready for action. 


"Adam, | need you to go to the pharmacy and get some charcoal tablets and some kind of antacid," she said. 
"The poor boy seems to have taken some pills and we need to absorb as much as we can. Take Richard with 


you, dear." 


"But, Ma, | wanna-," Richie interjected. 


"I know you want to stay, dear, but | need him to stay quiet for the moment," Joan said. "Now.. we all need to 
get dressed" She pushed Adam from the room, her tone brooking no arguments. "Darling, you can stay with 


Izzy while you dress," she said to Richie. "| have a kitchen floor to clean" She left her very worried son, closing 


the door behind them with a soft snick of the catch. 


"Leave it, Joanie," Adam said. "I'll clean up when | get back" He placed his arm around her shoulders, supporting 


her as they climbed the stairs to their bedroom to dress. "Are you okay? What do you think has happened?" 


‘lm not sure, to be honest," Joan said as she walked quickly to her dresser for fresh underwear then moved 
to the closet for clothes. They danced the age-old dance of dressing at the same time in one space. "I know 


Richie had mentioned loosely that Izzy had struggled previously with drugs..but that was-." 


"Drugs?! Why didn't you say something before now, Joanie?!" Adam growled. "| won't have drugs in my house 


and | won't have Richie being involved with them." 


"Adam Sambora.you didn't let me finish!" Joan retorted, her fists jammed against her hips. "I was about to 


say..that Richie said that Izzy has been clean the whole time he's known him." 
"Then what was with all those pills that are currently over our kitchen floor?" 


"Because it's a cry for help, darling," Joan said, her tone softening as she thought of the young man 
downstairs. She saw the look in his eyes. Desperate, afraid. heartbroken 


Joan sighed as Adam huffed and puffed in disagreement but kept silent as he continued to dress. She moved to 
her husband and wrapped her arms around his middle and looked up at him. "Please trust me, darling. Give me 
a chance to talk to him alone. | don't think he intended to do what he did. There's an underlying reason, I'm 


almost sure of it." 


Adam dropped his gaze to his wife's and nodded. "Okay, Joanie.. trust you. He does seem like a nice kid and 
Richie appears to be very happy with him. | won't say anything just yet, but I'll be keeping my eye on him." 


"Thank you, darling," Joan smiled. She reached up to kiss her husband in gratitude. "Now..take Richie out with 
you to the pharmacy." Joan continued to dress and quickly put on a minimum of makeup while she spoke. "He's 


going to worry and I'd like to try and speak with Izzy while he's not here." 


"So | get the dubious joy of our son's distracted company?" Adam chuckled as he buttoned his shirt and slipped 
his feet into his shoes. 


"And l'm sure you're dying to give him one of your famous lectures," she replied, arching her perfectly 
accentuated eyebrow at him in the mirror as she slid the waxy lipstick across her lips. Joan was brought up 
that you don't face the day without your face, so regardless of the day of the week, makeup was always a 
priority when dressing for the day. 


"You know me too well, my love," he returned, holding the door open for her. 


When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Adam said, "Send Richie out to the car. I'll have it started and 


warmed up." 


"Thank you, darling," Joan said. "Drive safely. | think it snowed overnight. The boys' clothes were wet when | 
picked them up." Seeing her husband's confused look, she added, "They left a trail of discarded clothes when 
they came in" It took a moment for Adam to process what she'd said, his face dropping when it all clicked into 


place. 


"There goes my breakfast," he grumbled, reaching for his heavy jacket and keys before heading out of the 
back door. 


Joan smiled at her husband's grumbling as she walked toward Richie's bedroom. She knocked on the door. "Can | 


come in?" she asked. 

The door flew open a moment later, revealing her son's worried face. "C'mon in, Ma," he said. 

"Has he said anything?" Joan asked. 

"No..not a word," Richie answered. "l'm scared, Ma." 

| know you are, sweetheart," she replied, opening her arms to her child. He may be head and shoulders above 
her now but he still accepted her hugs as though he was her little boy. She held him tight and allowed him to 


dictate the length of time allowed When he moved from her, Joan said, "Your father's waiting in the car. Go 


with him now and let me talk with Izzy." 
"But, Ma..." he protested. 
"Don't But Ma me, sweetheart," she chided. "Off you go." 


"Let me just say goodbye," he said and moved to the opposite side of the bed where Izzy was lying staring 
blindly at the window. Joan busied herself by tidying things that didn't need tidying while Richie murmured 
softly to Izzy, kissing his knuckles. He rose and walked from the room with a terse, "Love you, Ma" Joan knew 


that he was worried and didn't want to be away from Izzy, so she didn’t hold it against him. 


She closed the door silently. "He loves you deeply, Izzy," she said. "A mother can tell these things.” She didn't 
crowd him, just wandered around her son's room, touching objects that brought happy memories of him 


growing up. 


‘I'm sure your mother would be able to tell the same about you," she said. "| know /can see how much you 


care for my son" She let that settle in the room and in Izzy's mind before she turned around. 


Joan heard Izzy sniff. She walked to the side of the bed and sat on the edge as she had done countless times 
with Richie when he was growing up and having a hard time. Her mother's compassion overwhelmed her as 
Izzy's face started to crumple with distress. She reached out and brushed his hair, murmuring soothing words 


as he wept. 

‘!'m-l'm s-sorry," he hiccuped. "l-I didn't mean to..." 

“Shhh. know you didn't, dear," Joan said softly. "Can you tell me how many you took? Do you remember?" 

Izzy inhaled a shaky breath, sniffing and wiping his hand beneath his nose. "Only halves here and there. Nothing 
more," he said finally as Joan leaned over to the nightstand for the box of tissues and placed it on the bed. 
Izzy took one and blew his nose, holding the used tissue in his hand. "l-I only.n-needed to take the-the edge off 
my nerves. Then he came back" 


"He who, dear?" Joan asked. "Who else was here?" 


"Not here," Izzy clarified before curling his fist against his head. "In here. He always comes back.tries to get 


me to go to him" 


“Someone important?" Joan questioned. "Where is this person now?" She didn't want to poke at wounds that 


were still raw but surmised that it could help if Izzy voiced his problems. 
"Dead," Izzy said blankly. "Murdered..a long time ago." 


"Oh, sweetheart," Joan murmured, petting Izzy's hair just as she would have if it were Richie. "l'm so sorry. He 


must have meant a great deal to you if you're still living with this much pain" 


"The first boy | loved..the only other boy I've ever loved," Izzy said. "My best friend," he whispered, letting his 


eyes close. 


Joan hummed her understanding but stayed silent, figuring the young man needed to tell the story in his own 


time. 


"| met Billy at school," Izzy continued after a lengthy period. "Long, strawberry-blonde hair with a fiery 


temperament to match. We were both outsiders..but that suited us just fine. We..we fell in love over time." 


"But then.Billy's father found out," Izzy snarled. "He was a pious son of a bitch that just loved to beat his 
family for no reason, especially when he had a belly full of firewater. Billy was often his punching bag and the 
beatings only increased once he found out that his son was dating another boy." 


"Then one night, he got on the booze. Got refused at the local whorehouse for being too mean and drunk," Izzy 
continued. "He was such a man that he couldn't get it up, so he took it out on one of the girls before being 


thrown to the curb." 


"Fucker came home and shot his wife and kids as they cowered from him.but.but not before giving them a 


beating also. Billy..oh god..Billy died trying to protect them." 


The dam that was holding all of Izzy's pain finally broke, burying his face as he sobbed, finally laying Billy's 


memories to rest. 


‘Oh..you poor boy," Joan murmured, her heart breaking at the story of the child who was forced to be a 


man. 


She scooped Izzy into her arms and rocked him like a small child as he wept, the sobs shaking his body. She let 
him rail at God, curse the other child's father into the depths of hell and mourn the loss of his own family. 
Lite by little his body softened as each of the past hurts were spewed into the ether, Joan's hold on him 
never wavering as she brushed his hair and kissed some of the hurt away as any mother should do. She 


wondered what had happened to Izzy's family and why his mother hadn't been there to do this for her child. 


Izzy continued to lean against Joan until his tears subsided, leaving only hiccups and shuddering breaths. 


Reaching blindly for the tissues, he mumbled, "I'm sorry, Mrs Sambora. l.l didn't mean.to do t-that:" 


"Hush now," she replied, loosening her hold on him to hand him the tissue box. "If you call me Mrs Sambora, 
you have me looking for my mother-in-law, God rest her soul,” she chided him fondly. "Mrs $ will do.or Mom 
if you feel comfortable enough." 


Izzy blew his nose, using tissue after tissue until he was able to breathe freely again "Mrs S$ will work fine for 


now.thanks," he said with a shy smile. 
"May | ask you something, Izzy?" 


‘I've just unloaded on you so it's the least | can do, sure," Izzy replied, shifting to sit cross-legged against the 


bedhead. 
"Where were your parents, child?" 


Izzy sighed, scrunching some of the tissues in his fists as he pushed at painful memories. "|. ran. | couldn't 
face being in a place where Billy wasn't anymore," he said. "I just hit the road without looking back, running 


away from his ghost.but he was always here." He tapped his head. 


"| rang..several times early on.but it was too painful to even hear my mom's voice," he continued. "So | stopped 
and by that time I'd started using heroin as my escape," Izzy scratched at his arms, drawing Joan's attention 
to them and the faint scars. "| used any money | had to buy my next fix rather than phone calls." 


Joan reached for his hand, holding it to prevent him from damaging himself anymore. He looked up and gave 


her a small, grateful, smile. 


"I got the courage to go back there one day..back to Lafayette," he said. "I was sure the heroin was going to 
get me one day, so | wanted to see my mom, just one more time." He paused, swallowing heavily before 
continuing, his voice thick with emotion again. "But they'd gone. The house was empty. Abandoned. Just like I'd 
abandoned them.they left me.just up and.poof" He opened his hand in a little burst of nothing, like a magician 
performing a trick 


"Did you try to find them? Ask around town? The neighbours?" Joan questioned. 


Izzy let his head drop to stare at the ceiling, before shaking it in the negative. "I figured they'd given up on 
me..so | left. I've never been back since," he said. "I've been traipsing all over the country ever since, working at 


dive bars and clubs, farms, stores..whoever would take me, basically.’ 
"And the drugs?" Joan pushed. "Richie mentioned you had been using. What made you get clean?" 


"It wasn't long before Richie walked into that bar, last Christmas," he replied, smiling softly. "There'd been a 


guy, an old merchant sailor..he took me under his wing, gave me a job on the proviso that | quit the drugs." 


"He was an ex-addict and recognised the signs," he continued. "He helped me through the worst of my 
withdrawals, made sure | was clean and steady again before setting me back out on the road to live my life as 


| should have been doing. | still call him once a week. | guess you could say, he's been the father | no longer 


had." 


"Mrs S.l didn't..the pills," Izzy stuttered. "I regret buying them.| regret taking them.but | was so nervous 
about meeting you both and then the run-in with Jon last night, the booze and pills resurrected Billy's ghost. 


He wanted me to take them all and join him." 
Joan stopped for a moment. "Jon?! Wait! What happened there?" 


"Richie took me to this bar that he used to hang out at," Izzy said. "Owned by someone called..Donnie, | think? 
Anyways, Jon and his girlfriend.sorry, fiance..turned up. He and Richie had words. Jon was having regrets 


apparently..he told Richie he still loved him." 


Joan gasped. "That ffF.flip~flopping little asshole," she swore. Izzy looked at her and smiled. "Oh my.|'m sorry, | 
don't normally curse but that boy makes my blood boil. Too scared to stand up to any of the strong females 
in his life. He was ruled by his mother with her religious ideals of a perfect husband and wife..and he will be 


ruled by that bitch that will be his wife. Good riddance, | say. They deserve each other." 
Izzy chuckled and nodded. "| totally agree now that I've met them." 


Joan's displeasure at the man that broke her son's heart still bubbled within her but with a shake of her 
head, she sighed and looked at Izzy again, assessing him and his mental, and physical, state. She saw more 
colour in his face than before and his eyes were clear; she was happy that most of the danger had passed. 


‘|. panicked when Jon said he still loved Richie," Izzy offered. "I-," he chuckled mirthlessly to himself, "I ran. 
Again. | grabbed the bottle of booze we'd ordered and ran. | hid in some back alley..in the shadows.until Richie 
had passed me by. |.when | thought it was safe enough, | walked back here. | didn't know what | was going to do 
when | got here but.Richie was waiting for me. l.l didn't let my heart see that he's always been there..waiting 


for me." Izzy smiled to himself. "We.ahh..he brought me inside and warmed me up." 


Joan thought about the young man's declaration of his love for her son. Even if it was a roundabout type of 
way. She could tell that he meant it. She had a good feeling about their future together but she would hold 


that close to her heart for now. 
Izzy's stomach rumbled suddenly, taking them both by surprise. 


"Well," Joan exclaimed. "That tells me how you're feeling, physically. But what about mentally, child? Do you feel 
better for releasing some of that pain? My only wish, for you, is that you'd been able to have this moment 
with your mother. Do you think you'll want to search for them one day?" 


"Maybe..one day," Izzy said. "You know, I'd never thought about talking to the neighbours. At the time, | guess | 
was too distraught to think clearly, and simmering on the edge of a comedown didn't help either with my 
thought process. | might give that a try sometime." A momentary lapse of silence settled over them before 


Izzy spoke again "Thank you, Mrs S, for everything this morning. I'm sorry | was such a complete mess." 


"From the information you shared with me, child, it was warranted," Joan said. "l'm just happy to see you on 
the mend. Now..why don't you go shower. Adam and Richie should be back from the pharmacy soon. Richie will 


be relieved to see you coherent again. He was extremely worried about you." 


"I know..and for that, I'm truly sorry," Izzy said. "Ill explain everything to him. Mr S, too. | was just too. 


dunno..up in my head for anything to make sense.’ 

"Why don't | start some breakfast and you can explain it to Richie and Adam while we're eating." Izzy nodded 
and Joan patted his hand, rising from the bed. "Go shower. You'll feel much better." She was walking to the 
door when Izzy called to her. 

"Mrs 5?" 


Joan turned and looked at the young man, waiting to hear what he said. 


"l- | just want you to know that | love Richie very much and | would never do what Jon did to him," lzzy said, 
earnestly. "| want. want a long and happy future with him. What | did today was stupid and | didn't mean to do 


myself harm." 


"| know," Joan said, smiling. Call it her mother's intuition but now she could see that long and happy future for 


them too and her soul sang in joy. 


~ Ke 


Chapter Five 


Author's Notes: 
Good morning everyone! 


| hope you've had a pleasant week? It's been weirdly cold Spring weather down here, for some reason ẹ} 


Anyway, this is the last of the regular chapters to this unexpected trilogy. It's been a blast getting to know 


Izzy in my own way. | hope I've done him justice! Next week is the Epilogue. 


What happens after that? Well.you'll just have to stick around to find out but I'm pretty sure you'll all be 
happy with it! 


Thanks, everyone, yet again, for your support! | appreciate and love you all. | read every comment but | do 


know I've been horrifyingly slack with responding lately and for that, | apologise. 


J 


Chapter 5 

Richie POV 

Richie threw himself into his father's car and slammed the door. He hated the fact that he'd been banished 
from his lover's bedside when Izzy needed him. Fuck, he could be having some kind of altered mental state and 
hurt himself or his mom, or even more chilling.dying from an overdose. The thought of not seeing Izzy alive 


again made him feel sick to his stomach. He groaned as his father reversed out of the driveway. 


"I know you're worried, Richard," Adam said. "But your mother knows what she's doing. You'd just get in her 
way in the state you're in at the moment." 


"| just want to be with him, Dad," Richie said. "| almost lost him last night..." 

"What? What happened last night?" Adam glanced at him before turning his attention back to the streets. 

"Jon happened, that's what," Richie snarled. "I took Izzy to Donnie's for a drink after showing him around the 
place. We were having a good time, ya know? Then Jon shows up with that conniving, controlling bitch and they 


caused a scene." 


Adam grunted in derision. 


"You know that fucker actually had the audacity to tell me he still loved me?!" Richie exclaimed. "And that he 


regretted his decision to leave?!" 
"Hope you told him to fuck off?!" his father grumbled. 


"| did.you know | did! But he'd taken me by surprise and | hesitated too long," Richie replied. “Izzy..fuck, Dad, lzzy 
thought | was thinking about it or something like that and he took off. | couldn't find him.." His voice cracked 
with residual emotion. He cleared his throat and continued. "He walked home..and..and I'd never been more 


relieved to see someone ever!" 


Richie turned to blindly watch the passing street scenes as his dad drove toward the closest open pharmacy 
on Black Friday morning. All he could see, though, was Izzy turning the corner into their street and Richie had 


wept at the sight. He thought they'd worked everything out. He didn't understand anything anymore. 


Since when had Izzy started taking pills? Was he trying to kill himself with them? He opened and closed his 
fists as he rolled every detail in his mind. 


How dare Jon say that he still loved him?! How dare he say he regretted leaving?! And for his two-timing slut 
to poke her nose into it, flashing around that ring made him sick to his stomach. 


Richie had heard rumours from mutual friends during the time that he'd been seeing Jon, that Dot had done 
the dirty on Jon several times over with different guys while she and Jon had been dating. Some good Catholic 
school girl she turned out to be?! 


"Richard?" his dad said, pulling Richie's attention back to the present. "Did.did you know about the drugs? Has 
Izzy been using them long? | don't want you involved with that scene. | don't want to have to get a phone call 
in the middle of the night from a hospital on the other side of the country. It would break your mother's 
heart if anything like that happened” 


"Dad," Richie sighed. "I can swear on Ma's life that | had no idea. He's been clean since before we hooked up. We 
got medicals and everything, Dad! I'm not.lim not sure why or when or how he got the pills. But | swear I'm 
not taking anything.” 


Adam turned his eyes from the road and nodded at his son's genuine statement. "I believe you." 


A few minutes later, Adam was pulling into the parking lot of the pharmacy and found a spot right outside the 


door. "Are you coming in with me?" 
Richie shook his head and went back to staring blindly out of the window. 


Adam sighed, nodding. "I'll be as quick as | can then. He'll be okay, Richie. Izzy's got your mother on his 


side..remember that." He squeezed Richie's arm before leaving the warmth of the car. 


What seemed like an eternity but was actually less than ten minutes, Richie saw his father leave the store 
with a package tucked under his arm. The door opened to let in the chill from outside as Adam handed him the 
bag before settling back into the driver's seat. 


Richie opened the bag and inspected the contents; activated charcoal pills, antacid liquid and Tylenol along with a 
stool softener. He wasn't sure what any of them were going to do to help but he understood that his mother 
knew best. Now he just had to endure the ride home. 


His father kept up a one-sided conversation to try to distract Richie from his worries but as soon as the 
house was in sight, Richie's leq started bouncing and he unclipped the seatbelt in readiness to jump out as soon 
as his father stopped the car. He grabbed the pharmacy bag and threw the door open, leaving it to swing 
closed as his father calmly took his time to secure the doors properly. 


Richie burst through the backdoor only to stop dead in his tracks as the smell of a cooked breakfast slammed 


him in the face. He wasn't expecting to see his mother at the stove, calmly scrambling eggs and turning bacon. 
"Ma?!" he said in surprise. 
"Oh! You're home!" 


"Ma, where's Izzy?" Richie asked as Joan reached for the bag in his lax fingers. Adam walked in behind his son, 
nudging him to one side to close the door and hang his jacket. 


‘tm right here, Rich," Izzy said, almost shyly, from the entryway. 


‘zz?! Oh, baby..," Richie exclaimed before rushing to him. He crushed the younger man into his arms, burying 
his face into the crook of Izzy's neck and held on tight as Izzy's arms wrapped around him. "You fuckin’ scared 


me," he said against the skin beneath his lips. 
‘lm sorry, Rich, | didn't mean to," Izzy replied. "l.ll explain everything. To you. To your dad" 


"Over breakfast," Joan added. The two young men turned toward the voice, reluctantly breaking their hold on 


one another. 


"Now.lzzy, | want you to have some of these,” Joan pulled out the bottles of medications, checking the labels 
and setting aside the ones that were no longer necessary, "just to make sure that any residual toxins are out 
of your system for the moment. We'll take it one step at a time. I've flushed any remaining pills from the 
floor so you don't have any temptation But | want you to be honest with us..do you have any more hidden?" 


"None here," Izzy admitted. "There's.there's some back home." Richie was shocked at that admission. "l-I don't 
even know why | bought them in the first place." Izzy picked up the pills that Joan had dispensed and shook 
them into his hand for a moment before continuing. "| mean. do, but now | realise how stupid | was. | 


apologise." He swallowed the charcoal pills with the water that was placed in front of him. 


"Darling," Joan addressed her husband. "You and Richie go wash up for breakfast. Izzy can help me here then 


we can all discuss this like reasonable adults." 


"Yes, dear," Adam replied. "You heard your mother, son," he said, clapping his hand on Richie's shoulder as he 
walked past him. 


Richie sighed and squeezed Izzy's hand. "I'll be right back," he said. 


Hurrying down the small hallway, he heard his mother instructing Izzy on what needed doing. The conversation 
seemed relaxed and friendly. He wondered what had happened between the two whilst he was out of the house 
with his dad. Whatever it was, his mom had worked some kind of miracle for which he'd be forever grateful. 


By the time he came back out, the table had been set, coffee poured and his mother was handing plates to 
Izzy to be placed on the table. His father walked in just behind him. He felt his dad place his hands on his 
shoulders from behind. "I told you to trust your mother, didn’t |?" he said quietly. "C'mon, let's eat," Adam 


continued a little louder. "I'm starving.” 


The kitchen was alive with movement suddenly as chairs were shifted out and shuffled back under the table, 
cutlery clinked against plates and each other as they each started to consume the offered food. 


Richie had a weird combination of feeling relieved and dread playing through him. He was so sure that he was 
going to come home only to find Izzy worse or being taken away in an ambulance. The fact that he was 
upright, let alone showered, dressed and eating, was truly a miracle, in his mind. He searched for Izzy's hand 


and squeezed it. 


"Izz," he said, "wanna tell me what happened this morning?" He'd held off for as long as possible but now the 


need to know was too great to ignore. 


lzzy looked at him with his hazel eyes, free from the terror he saw in them this morning and nodded. He wiped 
his mouth with the napkin and pushed his plate away. "Firstly, | want to apologise to you all for causing a scene 


this morning.” 


"I was being stupid. I'd been so nervous about meeting you both," he said to the older Samboras. His mom 
made a little noise of sympathy but said nothing. "that | let my guard down | let my addiction get in under my 
defences again. l'd mentioned my nerves to one of the guys from a band l'm playing in and he hooked me up 
with a guy. To cut a long story short, | went with the lesser of evils peddled to me." 


"Damn it, Izzy," Richie cursed. "Why didn't you say something to me?!" It all made sense now. Izzy's change in 
demeanour at the airport and a few instances since then. From being anxious and fidgety to calm, relaxed and 
playful..almost instantaneously. 


"| know. | should have," he replied. "But.! felt so..stupid, | guess. You gotta remember, babe, | haven't had a 
family for quite some time. | didn't want to embarrass you. But | did that anyway.didn't |?!" 


"You can never embarrass me, |zz," Richie replied. "But.! think you should quit that band. | don't think you need 
that temptation being around you." 


"| will. I'd already made up my mind about that," Izzy nodded. "| swear on my life, Rich, | only took halves. just 
to take the edge off the nerves. And I'll give you the rest of those pills to throw away when we get 
home..that way you know it's done. | didn't want to hurt myself, | promise." 


"Tell Adam and Richie about Billy," Joan prompted. 


Richie frowned, looking between his mother and Izzy, who was nodding. His father was leaning further forward 
in his seat, his arms propped against the kitchen table. Richie knew his father would be full of questions but, 
true to form, would allow Izzy to tell his tale before saying anything. 


"Billy was my first boyfriend," Izzy said, addressing Adam firstly. "He was taken from me, from the world way 
too soon and violently, too. l-" Izzy chewed on his bottom lip as he battled to get his emotions under control. 


"His murder was the reason | started using drugs in the first place." 
"Murder?!" Adam exclaimed; shocked. 
"It's a long and horrible story," Izzy said, sadly. 


"If lazy doesn't mind, | can explain it to you later, dear," Joan said, laying her hand over her husband's. "Let's 


not traumatise him any further Today." 


Izzy gave Joan a small, grateful smile and nodded his approval. "Anyway, the mix of the pills and the booze last 
night. dunno, | guess you could say | was hallucinating. Billy was up in here," he tapped his head. "He's always 
there if I'm honest with myself. | can usually block him out.playing music is the easiest method. Anyway, he 
was trying to get me to swallow what | had in my hand. He.:the voice was saying that | should be with him. 
That I'd always wanted to be with him." 


Richie felt sick Izzy had never told him that he struggled with Billy's memory and that he had been hearing 


voices. He brought Izzy's hand to his lips and kissed the knuckles. "Izz..you should have said something sooner." 


Izzy's eyes softened. "I know..," he replied. "l.! was worried you'd think | was crazy or some shit like that. And 


honestly, I've learned to block it out” 
"But the pills couldn't stop it," Richie added. 


"No, and that freaked me out," Izzy said. "| threw the pills on the ground and started humming to drown him 
out. | needed to stay awake too.| was terrified that he'd get me in my dreams." 


"You'd worked yourself into a state, child," Joan said, her tone gentle and motherly. "And you were frozen from 


sitting on the floor for however many hours you'd been there." 


Adam, who had been silent throughout Izzy's recounting, cleared his throat and sipped from his coffee. 
"Well.lzzy, thank you for explaining that. It took courage." 


"Thank you, Sir," Izzy murmured. 


"I'm not that pleased, however, that you'd brought drugs into my home," Adam continued a little gruffly. "If 
you need to get some professional help," Adam looked at Joan, who nodded in support, "then we'd be happy to 
help there. If you love our son like | think you do, then we want to see you both happy and healthy. You seem 
like a nice kid, Izzy, and I'd like to keep it that way..for Richie's sake." 


"Sir, | swear on your son's life that today has been my first lapse in more than a year. I'm ready to lay Billy 
to rest," Izzy said. "I love Richie with everything | have and | don't want to lose him." Izzy swivelled his eyes to 
Richie's before speaking again "I want the house and the yard..and maybe a dog. | want to grow old with him." 


‘Oh, babe," Richie murmured, rubbing his thumb over the back of Izzy's hand. 


"Rich, baby, | know | fucked up," Izzy said. "But seeing you with Jon both terrified me and solidified how | feel. | 
thought | was going to lose you." 


"Jon can go rot in hell for all | care now," Richie growled. "I want you and | want that house and that fuckin’ 
dog too, baby." He didn't care that his parents were sitting opposite them, he cupped Izzy's face in his hand, 
digging his fingers into the flesh beneath and taking his mouth with a small whimper. 


As the tension eased out of Izzy's body and his own, there was also a significant shift in the room too. Richie 


reluctantly released Izzy's mouth when his father cleared his throat loudly. 


Izzy dropped his head against Richie's shoulder in embarrassment, as Richie blinked a couple of times to clear 
away the tears that were stinging his eyes. His parents were watching the exchange, indulgent smiles on their 
faces. It was then that Richie noticed how tired his mother looked. He kissed the top of Izzy's head before 
addressing his folks. 


"Dad, Ma looks exhausted. Izzy and | will clean up in here,’ he said as Izzy sat upright again, scrubbing his 
hands over his face. "We'll change the bed and wash the sheets this morning too. That way the bed will be 


made and you won't have to worry after we've left." 


"Oh!" his mother exclaimed, her face suddenly changed when a mask of sadness settled over it. "ltd forgotten 


you were leaving today. | wish you'd both reconsider coming back here, sweetheart." 


"Ma, you heard what happened with Jon," he replied. "I can't.not yet. But | promise we'll come to visit more 


often. Will that be okay?" 
"| guess it will have to do for now," Joan replied, a little sadly. 


"Come, Joanie," Adam said, rising from his seat. He held his hand out to his wife. "Leave the boys to clean up 


while we snuggle on the couch." 
‘Im liable to fall asleep on you," she said, allowing herself to be pulled up from the kitchen table. 


"It would be my honour to be your pillow, my dear," Adam replied, kissing her hand and smiling lovingly at his 
wife. 


Richie and Izzy stayed seated for a little longer, the remnants of food congealing on the plates. Richie didn't 
want to break the spell of pure happiness that had settled over him. Izzy was fine, his explanation of what had 
happened had eased his worry also, his parents had accepted and forgiven Izzy without reservation.and best of 


all, he and Izzy were on the same page when it came to their future. 
He glanced over at his parents on the couch, snuggled together under a throw rug with a fire going and the 
television playing softly. His father was reading a book as his mother, even though it was still early in the day, 


leaned against him, her eyes already drooping as her favourite soap opera played out on screen 


He wanted that. He wanted the security of a loving partner that would sit watch over you for hours while you 


slept peacefully in their loving embrace. 


"We should clean these dishes up," Izzy said, breaking the silence between the two. He started to rise but 
Richie grabbed his wrist, holding him from moving away. He tugged on Izzy's wrist and pulled him into his lap. 


'Izz..." Richie started. He fell silent as he contemplated what he was about to say. 
"What's up?" 


"Promise me you'll come to me next time?" he said. He rested his head against Izzy’ shoulder as he spoke. "I've 
had enough scares this past twenty-four hours to last me our lifetime together.” 


"Gotta keep you on your toes, baby," Izzy chuckled. "Seriously, though..| promise | will. | never even expected 
what happened this morning." He picked Richie's hand and played with his fingers. "It fuckin’ scared me, too." 


Richie looked down at their joined hands as Izzy fiddled with the only piece of jewellery he wore on his hands. 
The ring his parents had given him on his |8th birthday. It was a gold crucifix that used to be Joan's pendant, 


handed down through generations of daughters. His parents had fashioned it into a ring, to remind him of love 


and faith. Not necessarily faith in a typically religious way, but just to have faith in himself and faith in love. 


"See that?" Richie asked, indicating to his parents. 


"Hmm..," Izzy acknowledged. "Your parents are rice. | shouldn't have worried about meeting them, | know that 


now. 
"Well, yeah.but that's not what | was going to say," Richie said. He kept his voice low so as not to disturb his 
mother who was now sleeping curled up against his dad's chest, similar to how Izzy did some nights and it 
occurred to Richie at that moment, that that was when he was at his happiest. "I want that. | want that when 
we're older..but not just for myself. | want that for you too. | want you to know that..that even if your family 


isn't around, that you'll always have a family." He shifted a little, pulling the ring from his finger and placing it 
on Izzy's pinky. "That's my promise to you that you'll never be alone anymore, baby." 


"Rich.l-I can't." Izzy stuttered in shock. "That's yours. know the story. | know how much it means to you." 
"Which is why | want you to have it, baby," he replied. He twirled it around his gypsy boy's finger before 
kissing Izzy's knuckles tenderly. "One day we can replace it with matching rings if you want?" The almost 
proposal was out of his mouth before he could even think about it. 


It surprised him a little.but it didn't scare him. 


Richie glanced over to his parents. He caught his father looking away at the last moment, nodding, and went 
back to his book with a knowing smile on his face. Richie smiled, knowing that he had his father's approval. 


"Boys," Adam called softly from his position on the couch. "If you two have stopped canoodling over there, 


those dishes aren't going to wash themselves." 
"What if we haven't finished canoodling?" Richie retorted. 


"I do like to canoodle with your son, Mr S," Izzy chuckled. He slipped from Richie's lap and started to clear the 
table. 


"Canoodle with him after the dishes, then," Adam smirked and went back to his book yet again. 
For Richie, the rest of the day was spent absorbing as much time with his parents as possible. Izzy yawned 
through most of it. Both Richie and his mother urged him to go take a nap but he refused, saying that he'd 


sleep on the plane later that day. 


Both of his parents insisted on seeing them off at the airport and after many promises of visiting often and 
keeping in touch more frequently, it was time to say goodbye. 


Adam insisted on parking the car this time, even though Richie insisted it wasn't necessary so that Joan could 


spend more time with Richie at the departure lounge. 


When their flight was announced, which had been delayed slightly, there was a sudden flurry of movement. 
Izzy stood and stretched hard. Richie chuckled at his boyfriend's discomfort when he was hugged by his 
parents. 


Joan then turned to her son and Richie melted into his mother's embrace. 


‘lm going to miss you, sweetheart,” Joan murmured, squeezing him just a little harder before breaking her 


hold. 

"l'm gonna miss you too, Ma," Richie said, allowing her to hold his hands. "But | promise I'll call every week." 
"Make sure you eat," she implored, gripping his hands tightly. "Both of you. You're both too skinny. | want-." 
Joan stopped after rubbing her thumb over the finger that usually held the crucifix ring. "It's gone," she 
exclaimed, sadly. 

Richie kissed his mother's cheek. "It's not gone, Ma," he said, looking over at Izzy. "Its with my heart." His 
mother followed his line of sight to where Izzy was listening patiently to his father. His heart leapt a little in 
happiness at the sight. 


"In that case..l'm very happy for you, darling,” Joan said as Izzy looked over as if knowing that he was being 
spoken about. 


The final boarding call came over the tannoy and Izzy held out his hand to Richie. "That's us, babe." 


Kissing his mother and father goodbye once more, Richie took Izzy's hand and they walked through the doors 
toward the plane. 


He stopped and looked back as Izzy took a few more steps further. Richie sighed and said a mental goodbye to 


his old life in New Jersey. He waved once more to his parents as Izzy, his new life, his future, waited patiently. 
"Are you okay, Rich?" Izzy asked when he turned back, linking his fingers with Izzy's again. 
"More than okay, baby," he replied, with a sigh. "Let's go home." 


~~ *THE END¥*~~ 


Epilogue 


Author's Notes: 
Well, here we are again 


At the end of another book. A book that had germinated from a Ficmas Wish over on Rockfic from 
@live_wiree. So, thank you, sweetie, for the prompt and subsequent pokes to get more of this duo out of me. 


Its been a blast getting to know Izzy and | hope I've done him justice. 


Thanks go, as always, to you guys for sticking with me. I've been sucking lately at replies as of late, so for 
that, | do apologise most sincerely. 


And behind the scenes..well, | keep getting in trouble when | mention in public how much | appreciate this 
particular person's help. But | think by now you all know who that is% 


As for the story today..you're going to want your tissues handy and some popcorn It's one doozy of a ride. 
“love you guys¥ 
J 


PS.next week.any guesses on what it might be? OG 


Epilogue 

Seven Years Gone 
Christmas Eve 
Richie POV 


"Damn it, it's cold out there," Richie grumbled as he closed the door. He shrugged out of his jacket and hung it 
on the hook near the back door. "Daddy's home," he called out as he toed out of his boots. 


There was a clatter of noise from the living room as he heard Izzy's voice from another room. "Go get him, 


you two." 


Richie chuckled and braced himself for the onslaught of the exuberant greeting he was about to get. He was 
suddenly engulfed in soft, shaggy fur, wet tongues and cold noses as their furbabies launched themselves at 


him. "Hey you two," he coved, dropping to a knee to give each one their kisses and scratches. 


"You're home early," Izzy said. 


Richie looked up at his gypsy-boy, lounging against the doorframe, waiting for his turn. "I can say the same to 
you, babe," he said, standing as Izzy took a step closer. He pulled Izzy closer and dropped his lips to his lover's 
as the dogs snuffled around them, sniffing at Richie's legs. "Where's Ma and Dad?" he asked after they were 
forced apart by two sets of paws. "Molly, you're such a jealous girl," he chided the large mixed breed dog that 
demanded his attention. "Milo is being a good boy, why can't you do the same?" 


"Coz you've spoiled her," Izzy chuckled. 
"Never enough spoiling for my babies," he grinned shamelessly. 


"They borrowed my car to go do some last-minute shopping," Izzy replied, referring back to Richie's earlier 
question. "| just hope it's not more groceries. The fridge is bursting at the seams as it is. Tomorrow can't 


come soon enough." 
"Babe, you did offer to have Christmas here though," Richie reminded him. 
"I know," Izzy shrugged. "But | thought it was about time. We've been to the folks' every other year." 


On the flight home from Thanksgiving with Richie's parents five years ago, they'd talked the whole flight about 
their plans for the future, starting with Izzy handing over any pills to Richie to dispose of as soon as they got 
home, promising to ask for help next time things got too bad and agreeing to work and save as much as they 


could for an old dump of a house to renovate. 


Max had let Richie take on as many shifts as he could manage without running himself into the ground and, in 
a huge surprise, promoted him to the manager of a smaller second store. He also picked up shifts whenever 


he could, at one of the bars that Izzy worked at. 


Izzy still played in bands around the greater LA area, his hard work and quality musicianship earning him a 
reputation as a much sought-after session player. When he wasn't playing, he too picked up bar work at most 


of the clubs he played. 


It was hard work but they knew the outcome would be worth it and it made them appreciate the times they 


did have together even more. 


They'd moved into their house just over two years ago. It had been a ramshackle little three-bedroom 


bungalow that was situated on a corner block, but now it stood proudly as an almost-new home. 


Izzy had been given the heads-up about the owner needing to offload the old house quickly, after being forced 
into aged-care unexpectedly. The owner was a relative of the drummer in one of the bands Izzy played with 


regularly. The offer that he and Richie had made for the property had been gratefully and swiftly accepted. 


Dressed in its Christmas finery, it was barely recognisable from the house that it used to be. They'd painted 
the exterior in a soft blue-grey with white trims and planted a garden that would take care of itself but stil 
give perfumed flowers seasonally. The neighbours had even congratulated and thanked them for improving the 


old house and the neighbourhood. 


They'd had to do most of the hard work themselves as they had drained most of their savings for the 
deposit. If they couldn't figure it out, Richie would ring his dad who would then talk him through what needed 


doing. It wasn't perfect, and there were still lots of smaller jobs to be carried out inside, but it was theirs. 


It had everything that Izzy had listed that Thanksgiving. The porch with the chairs to while away the evenings, 
the white picket fence and when they'd found Milo and Molly at the local animal shelter, the dream was 


complete. 


"What time is everyone planning on being here tomorrow?" Richie asked, juggling food items around in the 


refrigerator to get to the beers, pulling two out and capping them both before handing one to Izzy. 


"Mom said they'd be here around breakfast time," Izzy replied. "They're staying with Kevin overnight so they 
can do the whole presents thing for the kids tonight." 


Izzy had taken Joan's advice and tracked down the neighbour in Lafayette, who, surprisingly, remembered him 
vividly. In Izzy's childhood recollections, Mrs Mathers had been an old woman and he was surprised to see her 
still living in her house when he started looking for his parents. 


Mrs Mathers had been able to provide him with a phone number and address and from there it was a matter 
of investigation and connecting the dots, eventually tracking them down in the Fresno area. Izzy had been blown 
away by the fact that his parents were only a few hours drive away and his brothers and their families 


somewhere in between. 


As soon as Izzy told him that he'd located his parents, Richie immediately pushed Izzy, and the dogs, toward 
the car and drove them there, only stopping to give Milo and Molly bathroom breaks. 


"l dont think | can do this, Rich," lazy said, feeling il, as they sat outside the suburban house in the car. "What if 


they dont want fo ever see me again?" 


"Then we'll deal with that when we know," he replied, gripping Izzy's hand tightly. Milo, sensing the tension in the car, 
climbed into the front seat and licked Izzy's face. "HI be right here, baby. Every goddamn step of the way." Pushing 
Milo out of the way, Riche leaned over and kissed lzzy breathless. 


Once lzzy was suitably calmed, Richie got out of the car and walked around to open Izzy's door, grabbing Mio's lead 
first before taking Izzy's hand, tugging on it. Izzy stepped out and huffed out a nervous breath as Molly scrambled 
over seats and out the open door, to join the rest of her family. 


‘Go on," Richie said, softly. "We'll be waiting right here. Always remember, | love you, kzz." 


zy gave Richie a small smile before he walked nervously up the path to the front door and rang the doorbell 
Molly tugged at her lead but Richie held a firm hold of it and murmured to the dog to ease her worry. 


zy looked back over his shoulder at Riche just as the front door opened to an older woman, very pretty in a 
down-to-earth way. lzzy tumed back and Richie watched the woman's face go from curiosity fo shock then relief 
within a matter of seconds after lzzy muttered, "H, Mom." Izzy's father had come out to see what the 
commotion was and Richie could finally tell where Izzy's dark-haired gypsy-like heritage came from. Izzy was 
suddenly surrounded by his parents, who hugged hm fiercely as they still tried fo process that their eldest son was 
back within their grasp. 


Thinking that Izzy was in trouble, Milo and Molly started barking. Richie tugged on their leashes and told them to 
quieten down but the three sets of tearful eyes turned his way. 


‘Mom, Dad," zzy said, gently extricating himself from their hold. "This is my partner, Richie, and our dogs, Molly 
and Milo." zzy held his hand out to Richie and he allowed himself to be drawn forward 


‘Mr and Mrs Isbell," Richie said, shaking their hands. ‘Its nice to finally meet you. lzzy's a credit to you both" There 
was a small moment of doubt that they wouldn't accept their relationshp but that was soon put to bed when 
Izzy's mom hugged him almost as fiercely as she did with her own son 


It had been an emotional reunion that day, as Izzy recounted his tale and his parents told their side of what 
had happened over the missing years. 


Richard and Sonja explained that they had searched for Izzy for years, the police giving up long before they 
had. They had never planned on moving but Richard's job had given them an ultimatum; move to the West 
Coast or look for a new job and house, which had been company supplied. It had been a hard decision to make 
but since they'd not found any trace of their son, Jeffrey, Richard regretfully made the call to accept the 


offer and Sonja tearfully left, leaving forwarding information with their neighbours, 


Sometime later that day, Izzy's brothers had been called and they immediately dropped what they were doing 
to join the impromptu family gathering. It would prove to be the first of many. 


Richie had been welcomed with open arms too, just as Richie's family had accepted Izzy into theirs with lzzy 
earning himself a cheek pinch from Aunt Stella on their first meeting when they'd next flown east. 


This would be Izzy and Richie's first true test of holding their own family gathering at their place, with both 
sets of parents, siblings and children. Joan and Sonja, Izzy's mother, had spoken constantly on the phone but 
this would also be their first face-to-face meeting. 


Joan and Adam had flown out a few days earlier, using the excuse that cross-country travel proved too tiring 


for short visits. Joan had insisted on cooking meals for them both as soon as she'd arrived and Adam had 


started on some of the remaining odd jobs around the house while Richie and Izzy were working. 


Richie followed Izzy into the living room and sat on the couch with him, as they usually did after work, both 
needing to debrief their time away from each other. The dogs were back in front of the fireplace that his 
father insisted on lighting even though the central heating was working more than adequately. "#s Christmas 
and you need a fire at Christmas time." 


"So," Izzy said, placing his beer on the floor and reaching for Richie's feet to rub while they talked. "While your 
parents aren't here.how are you really feeling about what your mom told you about Jon? | mean.it must have 


been a huge fuckin’ deal if they heard about it” 


Richie snorted then took a sip of beer while Izzy rubbed at the ball of one foot. He'd had fleeting thoughts of 
Jon over the past few years but they'd stopped hurting long ago. 


'lm.okay with it," he declared eventually. "He got what he deserved. They all did” 


Joan had asked Richie if he wanted to hear what had happened while they were eating the dinner she'd cooked 
on the first night. He didn't know why he'd said yes. Morbid curiosity, probably. He hadn't wanted to hear about 
how Jon had moved on from him and he had expected to hear about the perfect wife and family, but instead, 
a sorry tale of woe and deceit unfolded. 


Jon and Dorothea had married early in the new year after the altercation at the bar, after finding out that Dot 
was pregnant. All seemed to be well with the start of the marriage but it turned out that Jon had had a change 
of mind as the impending birth got closer and had secretly had a vasectomy. 


He had suspected Dot to be cheating on him after the baby was born, and when a second child arrived, after his 


operation, Jon had secured his proof even though Dot carried on as though the second child was also Jon's. 


Despite knowing the truth, Jon had still tried to give his wife the stable life that she wanted, even though it wasn't 
the hfe he had wanted 


Things had turned ugly, however, when Dot had become pregnant again and bore a third child to yet another 
different man Jon had tried to form a relationshp with the two smallest children but it became more and more 
difficult when their parentage was a constant source of irritation Accusations flew back and forth over time, 


about his lack of interest in her, accusing him of not being a good father and playing favourites among the children 
İt was at that point that Jon had dropped his bombshell that hed been sterilised years ago. 


It had all come to a head one day when, within one of their usual arguments, Jon had let slp that he had already 
known that he was bisexual when they first started seeing each other in high school but he'd simply needed a cover 
for his inquisitive parents. 


h a fit of pique, Dot had packed her bags for the last time, taken the two youngest children with her and left for 
good, but not before she'd outed Jon as being gay to his family and the world in general itd left his family reeling 
and his parents had been shamed within their church community. 

Divorce papers had been filed within the week 

Subsequently, both had drifted aimlessly, the only thing keeping the ties barely tethered had been visitation nights to 
their eldest son. Jon had worked job after job but couldnt keep a roof over his and his son's head, eventually 
begging for mercy from his parents and moving into their basement with their grandson, 

Dot had shifted between both other baby-daddles but failed fo keep either relationshp viable and had been forced 
fo go back to her parents as well Each set of parents had blamed the other and on one bright and beautiful 
Sunday morning, an all-out, no-holds-barred quarrel between both couples had broken out after the service on the 
front lawn of the church The unpleasant altercation had only served to fuel the local gossip mongers, which was 
how the sorry fale had reached Joan's ears. 

"I think | said something to that effect that night, didn't |?" Izzy chuckled. 


"You did," Richie nodded. Izzy grinned, pushing Richie's feet from his lap and reached for the beer he was 
holding and placed it on the coffee table. "Whatcha doing?" 


| missed you today," Izzy replied as he moved over Richie, dropping a kiss to his mouth before laying down 


with his head on Richie's chest. "| needed this." 

‘| needed it too, baby," he sighed, threading his fingers through Izzy's hair. 

"Do you think they suspect anything yet?" Izzy asked. 

"Not a clue." Richie grinned. He picked up Izzy's left hand and said, "This time tomorrow night..." 
‘| can't believe we're finally doing it," Izzy huffed. 

"It was an inspired idea to do it after the church service tomorrow," Richie said. 


"As soon as you said your mom was asking about a Christmas service," Izzy said, shifting to look up at him. "l 


knew it would be the perfect solution And the fact that the service is mid-afternoon will work in our favour." 
"Just a shame we can't do a honeymoon straight off," Richie said, pouting slightly. 


"Babe," Izzy chuckled. "Max couldn't not have his open-heart surgery. That's the chance we took when we didn't 
tell anyone. Knowing Max, he'll make it up to you when he's well enough." 


Richie hummed in acknowledgement and looked over Izzy's head, letting the peace and serenity wash over him. 
The Christmas tree was decorated and lit, kept safe from inquisitive canine noses by a child fence behind 
which the presents laid in their bright wrapping paper, the dogs were finally settled in front of the fire and he 
had his forever-love in his arms. Life was pretty sweet right now. He smiled to himself and let his eyes droop 


closed. 


He didn't hear his parents come home, he didn't feel Izzy move from his arms nor the gentle probing to see if 


he wanted to eat. He slept solidly for a couple of hours, peacefully surrounded by his loving family. 
When he did wake, it was to two wet tongues bathing his face and the sound of soft chuckles around him. 


"Ge off me, goofballs," he grumbled, pushing Molly and Milo back. He swung his legs down to the floor and 
dropped his head down as he fought off the fugue of sleep. 


“There's some dinner put away for you if you're hungry, sweetheart," his mother said. She was sitting by the 
fire with some knitting. His father was nowhere to be seen so was probably already in bed. 


Richie checked his watch. Just under half an hour to midnight. He was hungry but given the time there was no 


point in eating now. "Thanks, Ma, but I'll pass until tomorrow." 


Izzy was sitting in his chair, noodling around on his guitar, his cigarette stuck between his third and fourth 


fingers. "Guess you needed some sleep, babe," he said. 
"| guess | did," he replied, stretching and yawning until his jaw popped. "Where's dad, Ma?" 


"Probably in bed, asleep," she said, looking over her glasses at him. "He and Izzy have been talking about how 


you're never too old to learn new things." 


Izzy ducked his head as he grinned. "It seems your Dad wants to join the gang and play," he said with a flourish 
of notes before putting his guitar in its stand next to Richie's. 


"Oh boy..." Richie huffed in amusement. 

"You don't have to worry, boys," Joan said as she wrapped up the loose wool around the ball in her lap, 
skewering the knitting needles into it to hold her place. "I'm sure he'll have forgotten by the morning. lim off to 
bed now too. | just wanted to wish you both a Merry Christmas morning." She rose and stepped over the dogs 
to Richie. 

He stood and hugged his mother tightly, "Goodnight, Ma" 


"Goodnight, sweetheart," she said, kissing his cheek. Joan turned to Izzy, hugging and kissing his cheek, also. 


"Goodnight, Mrs S," he said. Richie watched the exchange with fondness. Izzy and his mother had become 
extremely close since that Black Friday morning when he thought he almost lost Izzy. 


"One of these days you'll call me Mom," she smiled. It was an ongoing point of conversation. 
Izzy flicked Richie a look briefly before kissing the woman's cheek. "One day," he said. 


Joan smiled again, satisfied with his answer. She patted his cheek before heading toward the spare bedroom 


with a whispered, "Goodnight, my boys." 
As though pulled magnetically, he and Izzy melted together once they were alone. Richie hooked his arm around 
Izzy's shoulder and they walked to the kitchen. Richie was hungry and had decided to have a quick snack before 


retiring. 


"I take it you've been waiting for a particular day," Richie spoke softly, "to start calling her Mom?" Richie 


opened the fridge and rummaged around for a snack, finding a container of yoghurt and a slice of peach pie. 


"Not intentionally," Izzy replied, scooting up on the kitchen bench as Richie wolfed down the pie. "Careful, baby, 


you'll end up with indigestion. Can't have your burping your way through our vows tomorrow." 

"Today," Richie replied around a mouthful of food. Izzy had a point so made the effort to slow down a little. 
"l'm sorry | fell asleep for so long." Hearing the chink of cutlery, the dogs had followed them into the kitchen 
and now sat patiently at Richie's feet looking for a treat. He broke off what remained of the crust and fed 
them both half. 

"Dude!" Izzy protested. "I thought you said you weren't going to spoil them anymore?!" 


"But..but.look at those eyes," Richie said, and, as if they could understand what was being said, both dogs 


turned to look at Izzy. "How can you say no to those eyes?!" 


Izzy looked at the three sets of brown puppy-dog eyes and shook his head in resigned amusement. "| 
can't..cbviously," he chuckled. "Dog treats only from now on, though. You'll make them fat with pastry." 


"Daddy's a spoilsport, isn't he?" Richie said to the dogs. Molly let out a little woof and Milo laid down with his 


head on his paws in utter dejection. 


"I give up," Izzy chuckled. "You can take them out for their walk and close up. I'll be waiting in bed for 


you..naked" He pushed from the counter and headed for the door as Richie rinsed his plate. 
"You're naked every night," Richie said, deliberately being obtuse to tease his lover. 


"| should just go to sleep then, | guess," he said, walking out with a shake of his head. 


Richie looked down at the dogs. "C'mon you two," he said, leading them to the back door. "You know what you 
gotta do." 


He smiled as he shrugged into a jacket and boots, knowing that Izzy would be waiting in their bed for him, 
ready and eager as any other night. 


we 
Later Christmas Day 


The sermon was coming to a close and Richie fidgeted in his seat as nerves started to make themselves known. 


Izzy squeezed his fingers and sent him a smirk. 
"How can you be so calm?" Richie whispered. 
"Because it's you," Izzy replied. "It's always been you." 


Richie sighed happily and turned back to the pastor as he reflected on their morning. Izzy's parents had 
arrived way too early after he and Izzy finally fell asleep in the deepest part of the night. 


The long-overdue meeting between the parents went well. Joan immediately took to Sonja and they compared baby 
stories over breakfast as Richard and Adam discussed a multitude of topics, including the renovations of the house. 


It couldn't have gone any easier. 


The main meal of the day was going to be dinner so that izzy’s brothers and their families had time to spend with 
their respective families before joining them at the church, then going back to their place after the service. The 
house was going fo be crammed with people but it wasnt something Richie and Izzy were unfamiliar with. They 
entertained large groups of friends when their schedules allowed them to and the small house seemed to thrive on 


it 


When it was tme to get ready for the service at the non-denominal church, which they'd found once they'd 


decided fo finally marry, there were a few comments from each mother about how well their sons were dressed 
"ljust wish you'd cut your hair properly," Joan tsked lightly, tugging at the ends that hung down over Richie's collar. 


"This is the best youre gonna get, Ma," he chuckled He checked his watch and nodded to zzy. '! think we should 


leave, don’t you?!" 


There was a brief discussion about who was going in what car as the two sets of parents left through the door, 
leaving Riche and lzzy alone briefly. 


‘Ready?! " Richie asked 


izzy blew out a breath and nodded "Yeah More than ready," he said, his eyes sparkling He patted the inside pocket 
of his jacket. Ive got the paperwork and rings." 


‘Lets go then, my love," Richie said, pushing zy toward the door 


"And so concludes our service," the pastor said. "However, you're invited to stay for one last joyous occasion 
In our congregation today, we have a young couple that wishes to enter into the rest of their lives as a 


married couple on this sacred day." 


Richie's heart thudded heavily against his chest wall as a small murmur went through the gathering. Izzy's 
parents were in the pew behind them with Izzy's brothers and their families whilst Joan and Adam sat with 


him and Izzy. He felt a reassuring squeezing on his fingers and smiled at his heart's one true love. 


"Oh, how lovely to be married on Christmas Day," his mother murmured to no one in particular as she 


swivelled around to see who would be joining the pastor. 


As the hum of noise died down, the pastor held out his hand in their direction and said, "Gentlemen..would you 


care to join me up here?" 


Richie huffed out a nervous breath as he stood, his hand firmly in Izzy's as their parents and family gasped, 
watching in surprise and the congregation breaking out into applause as they left the row of seats, making 
their way to the small stage that served as a pulpit. 


The pastor shook their hands and asked quietly if they had their paperwork and the rings. Izzy reached into his 
jacket pocket and withdrew the folded paper and the rings, tied in a blue ribbon and handed them to the pastor. 


Looking back, Richie wouldn't ever be able to tell anyone what words he spoke as his promise of their future 


life together. 


But he would be able to write sonnets over the way Izzy's eyes sparkled in happiness, use his laughter to 
accompany a piece of music, paint a picture with the colours that the stained glass left in his hair or feel the 


jolt of electricity that passed between them when Izzy placed the ring of gold on his left finger. 
He wouldn't be able to recall how he managed to hold the pen to sign his name to the marriage certificate but 
he could picture their families tears of joy and taste the excitement among them just as sweetly as he tasted 


Izzy's mouth for the first time as his husband. 


He wouldn't be able to tell anyone of the well-wishers that greeted them as they walked down the aisle into 


the crisp December air, but he would always recall the nano-second that Izzy truly became one of the family. 


Their parents were the first to congratulate them and chastise them for keeping secrets. 


"Welcome to the family, son," Adam said, shaking Izzy's hand as Joan tearfully hugged Richie after the Isbell's 
had showered them with praise. 


"Thank you, sir," he replied, his hand being crushed within the older man's. 


Richie watched as his mother slipped between her husband and new son-in-law. "Oh, Izzy," Joan sniffled 


tearfully. "We're so happy for you and Richie!" 
"Thanks.Mom," Izzy said, smiling fondly down at the woman who had probably saved his life. 


Richie blew out a steadying breath, knowing the significance of the moment as his mother realised what Izzy 


had said. 


Joan, unable to speak from emotion, held her arms out to Izzy. His husband moved from his grasp and into 


Joan's arms, both overcome as everyone who knew the story looked on. 
With a whoop of joy, Izzy picked Joan up and twirled her around, finally setting the giggling woman on her feet. 


Izzy turned to Richie and held his hand out, his wedding ring glinting in the sun. "Let's go home, husband,” he 
said. 


"lIl follow wherever you go, baby." Richie took Izzy's hand as they took their first forever steps together out 
of the churchyard. 


~~ THE ENDe? 


